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Students with disabilities are at greater risk for both being bullied and 
bullying others.  Victims of bullying and those that engage in such behaviors 
are at risk for immediate and long-term mental and physical health issues. 
With an increased focus on anti-bullying legislation at the state and federal 
level and specific guidance provided by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) and 
the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) 
regarding anti-bullying efforts specific to students with disabilities, it is critical 
that districts work to prevent and proactively address the bullying of and by 
students with disabilities.  As leaders in special education within their districts, 
special education directors sit in a prime position to support such efforts.  To 
better understand how policies and procedures, personnel development, 
hiring practices, and anti-bullying training impacts the bullying of and by 
students with disabilities, 9 rural district special education directors were 
interviewed.  Supporting documents were also collected for review.  Analysis 
of data revealed that directors’ identify relationships as a key foundational 
support for district wide anti-bullying efforts.  Additional interventions include: 
proactively addressing acts of bullying; hiring personnel with a high level of 
 
	 iv 
interpersonal and behavioral management skills; and providing broad and 
specific anti-bullying training to staff, students, families, and the community.  
A comprehensive model has been created to demonstrate the impact these 
interventions may have in preventing and/or mitigating the bullying of or by 
students with disabilities.  Implications for practices and opportunities for 
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 It was 1923.  Vivian Merton Tanner, a fourteen-year old boy and 
student of Christ’s Hospital (the “Bluecoat” school) was assigned to linesman 
in a school rugby football game.  As a sensitive young man and one that 
cared little for sports, young Vivian made several errors throughout the game, 
causing much angst and resentment among teammates.  As dander flared 
and ire escalated, a senior boy by the name of Jefferis issued what he called 
a “mild kick” to young Vivian, this action meant to demonstrate his 
disappointment and irritation in the boy’s inadequate performance.  Later that 
day, Vivian found himself confronted by several boys.  These angered peers 
ragged, taunted, and scolded young Vivian for his lack of effort during the 
rugby game.  As the heckling and jeering gained speed, Vivian became 
enraged himself, insisting that the torment stop.  Given no relief and continual 
berating by his aggressive peers, Vivian reached into his garments and laid 
bare a knife.  Though one might expect retaliation from Vivian (a threat that 
were the boys not to move away, he would most certainly cut them) Vivian 
chose instead to turn the blade upon himself.  As he brought the knife above 




expeditiously into his beating heart and before the taunting crowd of young 
chaps knew what had happened, Vivian was dead (Scarborough, 1923).  
 Though this act of unexpected suicide occurred nearly a hundred years 
ago, the bullying behaviors that spurred this young man to take his own life 
still befall school-aged students today.  As in this unfortunate tale, those youth 
that stray from the norm, behave or appear different than their peers, or 
struggle to connect with classmates tend to be more at risk of victimization 
from fellow students.  Such youth are also more likely to engage in bullying 
behaviors, contributing to peer victimization (Carney, Hazier, & Higgins, 
2002).  This phenomenon is particularly true for students with disabilities.  Not 
only are students with disabilities more likely to be victims of bullying, but 
these students are also more likely to engage in bullying behaviors as well 
(Blake, Lund, Zhou, Kwok, & Benz, 2012; Rose, Monda-Amaya & Espelage, 
2011; Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015).  With an emphasis on anti-bullying 
legislation, investigations of disability discrimination, and bullying situations 
that jeopardize the provision of FAPE (free appropriate public education), this 
phenomenon warrants study and close attention.    
Bullying is generally defined as an imbalance in power or strength (or a 
perceived imbalance) between students where upon the bully enacts 
purposeful and repeated negative actions toward the victim (Slee, 1995).  In 
this study, the bullying phenomena among students with disabilities will be 
evaluated through the lens of special education directors and administrators.    




and synthesize the prevention strategies, responses, and policies enacted by 
special education leadership.   
Within the present chapter, the importance of this topic will be 
reviewed, and the intensified need to proactively and quickly respond to 
bullying of students with disabilities will be explored.  Additionally, this chapter 
will indicate gaps within this area of research and establish the specific need 
for the case study that will be proposed in Chapter 3.  Primary research 
questions will be presented along with sub-questions that support the 
following themes: assessment of prevalence, policies and procedures, 
personnel selection, professional development and perceptions of 
effectiveness.  This chapter will also analyze the significance of the proposed 
study and the potential contributions it will have to the field.  Finally, 
limitations to the study will be acknowledged and briefly discussed. 
Importance 
 According to the National Center for Education Statistics 21.5% of 
students between the ages of 12 and 18 reported being bullied at school in 
the year 2013.   Though this statistic may be considered alarming, students 
with disabilities experience bullying at an even higher rate.  It has been 
estimated that students with disabilities are one to one-and-a-half times more 
likely than their same aged peers to be victims of bullying (Blake et al., 2012).   
This holds particularly true for students with social emotional disabilities, 
autism, severe cognitive disabilities, physical disabilities, and those students 




& Moss, 2015).  It has additionally been determined that students with 
disabilities are more likely to be identified as both victims and bullies (Rose et 
al., 2015).     
 With increased risk of victimization and bullying, these students 
therefore are at greater risk of experiencing short and long-term impacts from 
these experiences.  Such impacts include mental and physical health issues, 
suicide ideation, absenteeism, behavioral challenges in school, and 
engagement in criminal or violent behaviors (Oldfield, Humphrey, & Hebron, 
2017; Benedict, Vivier, & Gjelsvik, 2015; Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin & 
Patton, 2001; Farrington and Ttofi, 2011; Klomek et al., 2008; Meltzer, 
Vostanis, Ford, Bebbington, & Dennis, 2011).  Additionally, perpetrators of 
school violence and school shootings are generally in an unhealthy mental 
state and many have felt abused or harassed by school bullies (Flannery, 
Modzeleski, & Kretschmar, 2013).  Though there is no direct link, it is possible 
that students with disabilities that experience high levels of victimization and 
in turn develop symptoms of unstable mental health, may in fact be at higher 
risk for acts of school violence and retaliation (Klein, 2012).  
 Due to research demonstrating the negative impacts of bullying and 
the media attention this phenomena has received, legislation has been 
passed in most states, mandating schools and districts to create policies and 
procedures specific to the prevention of and response to bullying. (Brank, 
Hoetger, & Hazen, 2012).  Additionally, as a protected population that is at 




Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) have published 
several guidance letters both reminding and instructing school districts to act 
judiciously and quickly when students with disabilities are subjected to acts of 
bullying or are engaging in acts of bullying themselves.  These letters 
highlight the potential breach in providing FAPE (free appropriate public 
education) when students with disabilities are bullied to a point that it impacts 
their educational benefit.  In such cases, IEP teams are asked to reconvene 
to determine if FAPE has been jeopardized and if so, to recalculate 
programming to reinstate the provision of FAPE (Cantu & Heumann, 2000; 
Lhamon, 2014; Musgrove, 2013).  
 In response to legislation and a high level of attention and focus on the 
bullying phenomenon, most districts have adopted corresponding policies and 
procedures.  Additionally, districts have turned to anti-bullying curriculum and 
interventions such as the Oweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) or 
Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) in an effort to prevent and 
mitigate these behaviors school wide (Ross and Horner, 2014).  Though most 
research points to overall school interventions meant to be utilized with all 
students, most of these strategies fail to specifically target students with 
disabilities (Raskauskas & Modell, 2011; Rose, Swearer, & Espelage, 2012).  
These students require accessible materials, specialized and targeted 
instruction, social skill training and practice, frequent behavior-based 
feedback, well-trained teachers and paraprofessionals who can identify 




events and settings for bullying, and policies and procedures specific to 
bullying and students with disabilities (OSERS, 2013; Raskauskas & Modell, 
2011).  
 Given prevention research regarding the bullying of students with 
disabilities, the increased risk these students face in both being bullied and 
engaging in bullying behaviors, and the potential litigation districts may 
encounter when failing to adequately prevent or address bullying of students 
with disabilities, it is clear that districts must take action that is planned, 
thoughtful, and effective.  One may argue that local special education 
directors sit in a prime position to leverage and implement this action. The 
unique regulations and protections provided under the IDEA (Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act) Section 504, and the ADA (Americans with 
Disabilities Act) generate a need for administrators of special education to be 
highly knowledgeable of student and parent rights, as well as the mandated 
requirements to ensure the provision of FAPE (Valesky & Hirth, 1992).  
Additionally, leaders in special education must translate compliance into 
practice (Crockett, 2007), plan and develop programs in coordination with 
general education staff, develop staff expertise, evaluate programming for 
effectiveness, and report results (Kern & Mayer, 1970).  Finally, with the 
pressure placed on districts to protect FAPE for students with disabilities who 
are victims of bullying or engage in bullying behaviors (Cantu & Heumann, 
2000; Lhamon, 2014; Musgrove, 2013), it is increasingly evident that special 




disabilities in their districts, seek the implementation of anti-bullying strategies 
and curriculum, create policies and procedures specific to bullying and 
students with disabilities, hire staff that are knowledgeable about anti-bullying 
techniques, and offer professional development opportunities to train staff in 
such procedures.   
Despite this connection between the role of the special education 
director and the increased scrutiny placed on districts in regard to bullying 
and students with disabilities, research has not been conducted to investigate 
the responses and actions special education directors have taken to mitigate 
or prevent the bullying of and by students with disabilities.  With a push to 
focus more heavily on this population regarding acts of bullying, it is 
necessary to investigate the perceptions of and actions taken by local special 
education directors.  
Problem Statement 
 Bullying among students has always been a part of the human 
experience.  Unfortunately, students with disabilities, particularly those with 
cognitive, physical, and emotional disabilities, are at greater risk for 
victimization, as well as participation in bullying behaviors.  Despite being a 
long-standing phenomenon, bullying has been shown to impact students’ 
mental and physical health, as well as influence absenteeism and 
criminalization.  In response to these consequences and the serious nature of 
bullying, all states have passed legislation, mandating local districts to create 




Additional attention has come from the Office of Civil Rights and the Office of 
Special Education and Rehabilitative Services.  These agencies have 
emphasized the federal rights of students with disabilities as outlined by the 
IDEA, Section 504 and the ADA.  Furthermore, districts have been reminded 
of their responsibilities in protecting these students from bullying and 
harassment and in so doing, ensuring the provision of FAPE.   
 Local special education directors are required to monitor district 
compliance with federal and local disability law.  These leaders implement 
programming that is aligned with general education curriculum and standards 
and ensure that the rights of parents and students are protected.  Additionally, 
special education administrators work with their staff and general education 
employees to ensure the provision of FAPE for all students with disabilities 
within their district.  Given their requirements to assure legal compliance, 
implement effective programming, and protect the rights of students with 
disabilities, their role in bullying prevention and mitigation is imperative.  
Unfortunately, research has not investigated the roles that special education 
directors actually play with regard to bullying and students with disabilities.  It 
is therefore unknown as to what level special education directors participate 
in assessment, policy and procedural design, programming and personnel 
selection or development specific to students with disabilities and bullying.    
It is clear that given a lack of research on this subject, further study is 




have in preventing and mitigating bullying of and from students with 
disabilities within their districts.  
Purpose 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of and 
actions taken by local special education directors in preventing and mitigating 
the bullying of and by students with disabilities.  To investigate this topic, 
intensive interviews with district special education directors were conducted, 
along with an examination of district documents.  This case study supports 
detailed analysis of bullying by and to students with disabilities (content) and 
the policies and procedures associated with preventing and mitigating this 
behavior (context).  As noted by Yin (2014), case study is especially useful for 
understanding both the content and the context of phenomenon. Study results 
support anti-bullying program development, recommendations for policy, and 
implications for future research.  
Research Questions and Sub-Questions 
 The overarching concern addressed in this qualitative case study was: 
How do special education directors address, mitigate, and/or prevent both 
bullying and victimization of students with disabilities?  The following specific 
questions directed the course of this research: 
Q1 What do special education directors know about the nature and      
occurrence of bullying 
 
Q1a in general; 
Q1b of students with disabilities; 




Q2 How do special education directors assess the prevalence of 
bullying  
 
Q2a of students with disabilities;  
Q2b from students with disabilities? 
Q3 How does the IEP team address bullying? 
Q4 What policies and/or procedures have special education 
directors implemented specific to bullying 
  
Q4a of students with disabilities; 
Q4b by students with disabilities? 
Q5 How are personnel selection decisions impacted by candidate  
experience or knowledge of bullying prevention strategies 
specific to students with disabilities? 
 
Q6 What professional development do special education directors  
offer staff specific to bullying?  
 
Q6a of students with disabilities; 
Q6b by students with disabilities? 
Q7 What indicators do special education directors utilize to evaluate 
program effectiveness? 
 
Significance of the Study 
Special education directors experience a high level of pressure to 
ensure IDEA, Section504 and ADA compliance.  Furthermore, these 
professionals are required to ensure the provision of FAPE for students with 
disabilities.  Though research has investigated the prevalence of bullying and 
students with disabilities, the impacts of bullying, and prevention and 




actions that district special education leaders are taking to prevent and 
mitigate the bullying of and from students with disabilities in their districts.   
Given the importance of targeting this population of youngsters and 
youth with specific research based strategies directed toward students with 
disabilities, as well as the emphasis OCR and OSERS have placed on 
ensuring that students with disabilities are protected from bullying and 
harassment, it was important to investigate the actions taken by special 
education directors to prevent and/or mitigate the bullying of and from 
students with disabilities.  This study provides an opportunity to fill this 
research gap where little to no information has been sought from special 
education directors specific to this topic.  
As a marginalized group, it is critical that students with disabilities be 
actively protected.  Serving as leaders in special education and within their 
districts it is imperative that special education directors act to positively impact 
the bullying phenomenon among this population.  Results from this study 
indicate what specific steps and procedures are being taken or not being 
taken by these administrators to prevent and/or mitigate bullying of and from 
students with disabilities within their districts.  These results further point to 
areas in need of professional development and/or training as well as indicate 
continued areas of research and inquiry specific to this topic.    
Summary 
Bullying within schools has long been problematic.  Research has 




and long-range impacts of bullying effect school attendance, physical and 
psychological well being, and may influence criminalization and acts of 
violence.  With the seriousness of bullying and the increased risk students 
with disabilities face in both being subjected to bullying and bullying others, it 
is critical that school personnel act judiciously and within the rules and 
regulations of state and federal law to prevent and mitigate this phenomenon.    
As leaders within their districts and advocates for students with disabilities, 
special education directors sit in a unique position to support the prevention 
and mitigation of bullying of and from students with disabilities.  Research 
specific to the tactics employed by special education administrators in relation 
to this phenomenon is lacking.  It was therefore the intention of this study, to 
explore this research gap.   
Within the following chapter an historical review of the bullying 
phenomenon will be explored.  The development of bullying research will be 
shared along with research specific to the unique aspects of students with 
disabilities and bullying.  Impacts of bullying, both immediate and long term, 
will be explored, as well as state and federal legislation and guidance spurred 
by these consequences.  Anti-bullying programming efforts and 
recommendations will also be examined.  Finally, connections between 
special education directors and their potential role in anti-bullying endeavors 
will be presented.  Conclusions will be elicited and a need for the current 








As shared in Chapter 1, bullying is generally defined as an imbalance 
in power or strength (or a perceived imbalance) between students where 
upon the bully enacts purposeful and repeated negative actions toward the 
victim (Slee, 1995).  Students with disabilities are at particular risk for 
experiencing acts of bullying, as well as falling into the bully/victim cycle, 
where they both bully and are bullied by others (Blake et al., 2012; Rose et 
al., 2011; Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015).  It is the intention of this Chapter to 
first examine bullying from an historical viewpoint, studying the first writings 
that included such behaviors as well as the progression of research that 
focused specifically on this phenomenon and efforts to prevent it.  To be 
explored are the ways in which scholars define bullying and the differing 
techniques utilized in measuring its prevalence.  The challenges behind 
measurement will also be revealed.   Following this discussion, the 
prevalence of bullying among all students as well as among students with 
disabilities will be explored, demonstrating the elevated risk students with 
disabilities face in both victimization and engagement in bullying behaviors.  
Following this section, legislation and laws specific to anti-bullying as well as 




investigated.  After, anti-bullying prevention techniques and programs 
will be discussed.  Recommendations for anti-bullying programming specific 
to students with disabilities will also be examined.  Finally, a link between 
local special education directors and their position to positively impact the 
bullying of and from students with disabilities in their districts will be explored.  
Finally, overall conclusions will be drawn and a need for the currently 
proposed study will be presented.    
Historical Review 
 In an effort to understand the bullying phenomena, it is important to 
review not only current literature, but historical writings as well.  Therefore, in 
this section some of the earliest writings related to bullying behavior among 
and between peers will be reported.  Also examined are some of the initial 
studies of when bullying became a topic in and of itself.  
Early Years 
 It seems that bullying has long been a part of the schooling 
experience.  The need to dominate or yield power over others has been a 
recurring interaction among children and youth.  In 1923, a former student of 
the “Gentlemen’s Schools” implored parents and officials to insist that the 
continual and cruel treatment of boys to younger classmates be halted (Ex 
Monitor).  He talked of one young boy that was caned twice a week for two 
years by other boys.  Another young man reported that he would rather die 
than return to his school where he was subject to continual ragging and 




other boys to watch and taunt.  They made him sing and at the end of every 
verse jeering audience members knocked him down.  The author of this 
report explained that to be different than the typical rough and tough young 
lad was to be subject to ridicule, flogging, and peer torment.  Those boys that 
were artistic, preferred music to sports, or portrayed unique characteristics 
that strayed from the typical male demeanor were subject to bullying and 
cruelty.  The author wrote, “… the idol is sport, and the boy with any originality 
goes to the wall,” (Ex Monitor, 1923, p. 257).   
 A report in 1929 reviewed reasons why young boys were transferred to 
the Lee Disciplinary School, a school specifically for youth exhibiting 
behaviors viewed as not appropriate for public school.  Of the offenses 
against other people, fighting or bullying was ranked number one.  The author 
highlighted the need for scientifically based techniques to prevent and curb 
the types of delinquent behaviors that move students into these disciplinary 
settings (Owens, 1929).   
Though not directly studied, in 1941 Vaughn revealed that “defective 
boys” (i.e. poor readers) were more likely to participate in bullying behaviors 
than their peers when in academic settings.  Vaughn noted that “the attempt 
to teach reading and related subjects to illiterate, defective, adolescent boys 
[would] be met with acts of aggression against the teacher and against other 
children in the academic situation…” (p. 348).  
In 1944, Zeligs published a study investigating the “annoyances” sixth 




students were asked to make a list of those items that “annoy, irritate, and 
bother them” (p. 75).  The following year, these identified items were 
presented to the same children and they were asked to utilize a Likert scale to 
indicate the degree to which these identified behaviors annoyed them, using 
hate much as the most extreme and like as the least.  Of interest here, 56% 
of boys and 48% of girls specifically identified a bully as an annoyance that 
was hated much.  Additionally, boys reported disliking people who got angry 
with them, people who were mean or sarcastic, and people who laughed 
when they got hurt.  Girls indicated a disliking for being made fun of, treated 
like a baby, being called names, scolded, nagged and teased, and gossip.  
They demonstrated a significant dislike for those individuals that were jealous 
and nasty.  Given the design of this study, students not only reported the 
above items as particularly annoying or “hated”, but both boys and girls 
personally generated the list of behaviors to rate, presumably from personal 
experience.  This points to issues youngsters were facing even back in the 
40’s that relate to bullying and bullying type behaviors.   
While these early writings generally studied bullying from an indirect 
perspective, it is important to note that as early as the 1920’s, bullying 
behaviors were recognized as problematic.  Interestingly, much of this 
reporting came directly from students themselves.  As time progressed, 
scholars identified a need to study this phenomenon on a deeper level.  
Scandanavian researchers are credited as taking the lead within this field and 




Research Specific to Bullying 
 Although by the end of the twentieth century bullying in schools 
became a concern in several countries including North America, Japan, New 
Zealand, Australia, the UK, and other European countries (Smith, 2000), 
Sandanavia truly led this research initiative.  Beginning in the early seventies, 
Scandinavian researchers were exploring the phenomenon of school children 
continually harassing, taunting, and ganging up on other children (Olweus, 
1988; Lagerspetz, 1982).  This research interest was spurred by the widely 
publicized media debate of “mobbing” where upon children would “gang up” 
on peers that failed to conform to the group as a whole (Lagerspetz, 1982).  
This cause grew in concern and further took shape with the revolutionary 
publication by Dan Olweus in 1978, Aggression in the Schools: Bullies and 
Whipping Boys (Smith & Brain, 2000).   
By the early 1980’s anti-bullying campaigns were being organized in 
Norway and Sweden.  Inspired by this work, other European countries began 
researching school bullying and implementing anti-bullying practices in their 
schools. Specifically, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Finland all assembled 
similar research agendas and efforts to mitigate the problems.  Moreover, 
Japan developed research efforts that focused initially on studying ijime, a 
word that relates roughly to the word bullying.  In the 1990’s Japanese 
academics often partnered with western researchers on projects relating to 
the investigation of bullying (Smith & Brain, 2000).   Similar endeavors were 




published national guidelines to counteract bullying and its effect in schools 
(Smith & Brain, 2000).   
Although North American countries, especially the United States 
contributed to this line of research and practice, students continue to be 
victimized by bullies and bullying behaviors persist in U.S. schools (Brank et 
al., 2012).  In fact, litigation between parents and school districts emerged in 
the U.S. as early as the late 1990’s.  These court cases and corresponding 
rulings have informed school practices and spurred states to adopt anti-
bullying legislation (Brank et al., 2012; Yell, Katsiyannis, Rose, & Houchins, 
2016).   Although these laws will be explored more completely within a later 
section, it is worth noting here that due to these early investigations of 
bullying behaviors, laws and prevention practices were being developed by 
the end of the 20th century.  
With a growing focus on bullying as a problematic occurrence among 
peers, scholars found it vital to define bullying and find ways to accurately 
measure incidence of bullying.  Although several definitions and variations 
were crafted, one is utilized perhaps most often within research, the Olweus 
definition.  The following section will examine this characterization of bullying, 
as well as explore the ways in which bullying behaviors are measured within 
research studies.     
Defining and the Measurement of Bullying 
 Given the focus on the bullying phenomena, it is important for scholars 




conflicts among peers.  When bullying is defined, one can measure its 
occurrence within school settings utilizing a variety of measurement tools and 
tactics.   
Definition 
 According to Merriam-Webster a bully is defined as “a blustering 
browbeating person; especially: one habitually cruel to others who are 
weaker,” (2015). Interestingly, the word bully likely originated from the Middle 
Dutch word boele meaning lover (Merriam-Webster, 2015).  This more 
positive meaning may be utilized in the phrase “bully for you,” which 
expresses “approval at a daring action,” (Smith, 2000, p. 294).  The terms 
mobbning (Scandinavian), pesten (Dutch), and ijime (Japanese) are all 
comparably defined (Smith, 2000). 
 As previously mentioned, perhaps the most cited definition within 
educational research is that of Olweus.  Accordingly, students experience 
bullying when they are recurrently subjected to negative verbal or physical 
acts by one or more persons where there exists an imbalance (or perceived 
imbalance) in strength either physical or psychological between the two 
(Olweus, 1988).  Negative actions occur in many forms.  For example, these 
recurring acts may result from physical aggression and present themselves in 
actual physical contact between the bully and victim.  They may be acts of 
verbal assault such as name-calling, teasing, criticizing, or the spreading of 




inappropriate gestures, intentionally excluding the victim from the group, or 
spreading undesirable rumors (Olweus, 1997).   
 Olweus placed emphasis on the portion of the definition that highlights 
an imbalance of strength or power between the bully and victim.  In fact, 
according to his research and exploration of the topic, bullying does not occur 
unless this imbalance is present (or perceived as such).   This disparity in 
strength may present itself in several ways.  For example, the bully may 
indeed be more physically strong than the victim.  Conversely, this 
dissonance in strength may not exist, but the victim may perceive that he is 
weaker.  In another situation, the bully may yield more cognitive power or 
strength than the victim.  Again, this may not actually be the case; however, if 
the victim identifies himself as less cognitively able, this disparity in strength 
remains.   An additional way this imbalance in power is observed is in the 
case where multiple persons gang-up on or harass one individual.  A final 
circumstance of imbalance is one where the source of the negative acts is 
difficult to determine or manage.  This may occur when victims are being 
socially isolated, rumors are being spread about the individual, or the victim is 
receiving unkind or cruel letters from anonymous writers (Olweus, 1997).    
 Given clear definition, scholars may closely study bullying behaviors 
and occurrences among youth.  Such measurements, however, are not 







 Measuring the prevalence of bullying among school children and youth 
is challenging.  In fact, reports of bullying vary widely from 9-10% of children 
8-16 years of age experiencing bullying (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1997), to 60-
75% of 6th through 8th grade students being subjects of verbal bullying 
(Demaray & Malecki, 2003).   Methods utilized most frequently to measure 
bullying include self-report, teacher nomination, peer nomination, and 
behavioral observations (Espelage & Swearer, 2003).   
One way to utilize self-report is to ask students directly how often they 
engage in specified acts or behaviors over a specific amount of time.  Some 
surveys provide the definition for bullying and ask participants to identify when 
and where such behaviors occurred, who was involved, and how personnel 
responded to the acts. Parents and teachers may also utilize such survey’s to 
share their personal perceptions of bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2003).   
Though self-report is one of the easier methods of collecting data, it 
does not come without concern. Beran (2006) points out that parents and 
teachers may not witness many of the bullying acts that occur between 
students, thus advocating for the collection of additional data when assessing 
the occurrence of bullying.  Additionally, though the most common definition 
between researchers has been shared within this manuscript, Beran 
recognizes that an inconsistent definition of bullying between researchers 
leads to measurements that are difficult to compare and consistently 




poorly to survey’s asking specifically about bullying behaviors.  Kert, Codding, 
Tryon, & Shiyko (2010) found that self reporting of bullying acts was 
significantly lower when the word “bully” was utilized in their survey and 
defined.  This was compared to a similar survey that did not employ this 
wording.  Making the choice to include this verbiage is clearly a challenge 
researchers face when designing self-report research surveys.   
Peer and teacher nominations are another form of data collection.  
Within this procedure, peers and teachers nominate those individuals they 
feel would benefit from targeted interventions specific to bullying behaviors 
and experiences.  This technique does not provide data for all students, but 
instead focuses on those students that are impacted by bullying behaviors at 
the greatest frequency.  Because it is incomplete and potentially biased, 
Espelage and Swearer (2003) suggest that researchers refrain from utilizing 
this data when their aim is to collect and analyze attitudinal or behavioral 
data.   
Espelage and Swearer (2003) highlighted direct behavior observation 
as an ideal form of measurement.  They underscored the research of Craig 
and Pepler (1997), who utilized videotaping to observe and score the bullying 
behaviors and reactions of students in 1st through 6th grade on the 
playground.  Understanding that setting and adult interactions can impact 
these behaviors, Espelage & Swearer have encouraged researchers to 
observe students in several settings over an extended period of time. They 




research methodologies when analyzing bullying behaviors and prevalence.  
Specifically they suggest that observational strategies be integrated with 
survey’s and self-reporting practices.  
Although several measurement techniques exist, it is important to 
acknowledge and appreciate the limitations each procedure presents.  
Additionally, although the most commonly accepted Olweus definition has 
been shared here, it should be noted that other variations exist and are 
utilized in various research studies.  (Espelage & Swearer, 2003).   
Prevalence 
 In order to fully understand the bullying phenomena, it is critical to 
identify the number of students that experience and engage in these 
behaviors.  Although several studies have researched this aspect, due to 
limitations, as well as differing definitions, it is difficult to decipher an exact 
prevalence number.  Still, findings of prevalence remain a central component 
in this field and warrant inspection.  Additionally, findings of prevalence must 
also be examined specifically among students with disabilities.  This is a 
necessary endeavor, as results within this realm uncover the increased risk 
that students with disabilities face regarding both experiencing and 
contributing to bullying between peers.   
All Children and Youth 
 Demaray and Malecki (2003) conducted a study that measured the 
prevalence of bullying behaviors in first through sixth-grade students.  Results 




bullying than physical.  The three most reported occurrences of verbal 
bullying were being called names, being made fun of, and being subject to 
gossip or mean things said behind the victim’s back.  Demaray and Malecki 
note that although violent bullying behaviors were reported at less frequency, 
nearly half of the survey’s sample reported having something stolen or 
broken.  Fifteen percent indicated that another student had attacked them, 
6% noted that they had been threatened with a weapon, and 3% reported that 
a classmate or other student had utilized a weapon to hurt them. 
 In a study conducted by Solberg & Olweus (2003), the Olweus’ 
Bully/Victim Questionnaire was utilized to measure the prevalence of bullying 
among 5th to 9th-grade students (ages 11 to 15) in Bergen, Norway.   With 
respect to the above section, it is important to note that this questionnaire did 
include a definition of bullying for participants at the opening of the survey.  
When measuring results, participants that reported being bullied at least 2 to 
3 times a month were labeled victims.  Students that reported bullying others 
at least 2 to 3 times per month were identified as bullies and those students 
that reported both being bullied and bullying others at least 2 to 3 times a 
month were included in the bully-victim category.  A final category included 
those students that were neither bullied nor bullied others.  Results from data 
analysis found that 10. 1% of the sample was categorized in the victim 
grouping.  Significantly more boys than girls reported being bullied (11.1% vs. 
9.1%).  Additionally, overall the data indicated that younger students were 




study.  Students grouped in the bully category included 6.5% of all students 
sampled.  As previous research has demonstrated, boys were two to three 
times more likely to behave as bullies than girls across all grades assessed. 
Also noted, boys were more likely to bully others as they progressed in age 
and grade.  Finally, 1.6% of students surveyed were categorized in the bully-
victim grouping.  Again, boys were more likely than girls to both engage in 
bully behavior, yet be bullied by others across all grade levels and age spans 
(2.3% vs. 0.9%).   
 A study conducted in India found that large portions of students 8 to 14 
years old were bullied.  Of the 500 children and youth in the study, an overall 
60.4% reported being victims of bullying.  As in the previous study, more boys 
than girls indicated that they had been bullied (63.9% vs. 53%) and boy 
classmates were more likely to engage in bullying behavior than girl 
classmates.   The study revealed that it was more common for bullying to be 
non-physical acts such as name calling, teasing, or demeaning others.  
Another study coming from the Netherlands (Jansen et al., 2012) found that 
of the study sample (based on teacher reports of bullying for 5-6 years old) 
the majority of students were not victims of bullying (66.1%).  The remaining 
students were categorized as 4.0% labeled victims of bullying, 16.9% labeled 
bullies, and 13.1% labeled bully-victims. Similar to previous works, boys were 
more likely to engage in bullying behaviors or be categorized as bully-victims 
than girls.  Also of interest, this study demonstrated that socioeconomic status 




categories.  Low educational levels for parents were indicative of being 
victimized, whereas attending a school in a low socioeconomic neighborhood 
or having parents with low levels of employment status increased the 
likelihood of being a bully or bully-victim.   
 Recognizing the variation between countries and the lack of specific 
numbers in the United States, Nansel et al. (2001) conducted a study to 
measure the prevalence of bullying in a nationally representative sample of 
U.S. children and youth ranging in grades 6 through 10.  Results concluded 
that 10.6% of students surveyed reported bullying others “sometimes” and 
8.8% engaged in such behaviors at least once a week.  Similarly, 8.8% of 
students reported being bullied “sometimes” and 8.4% were bullied at least 
once a week.  A large number of students indicated that they were both 
bullied and engaged in bullying behaviors, resulting in 29.9% acknowledging 
that they were involved in moderate or frequent bullying of some kind or other 
(i.e. bullying others: 13%, victim of bullies: 10.6%, both bully and victim: 
6.3%).  Consistent with other studies, both national and international, boys 
engaged in bullying behaviors and were bullied significantly more often than 
girls.   Sixth through 8th-grade students experienced bullying at a higher rate 
than the other grade levels assessed.  Hispanic students were slightly more 
likely to engage in the bullying of others, and African American boys indicated 
that they were bullied significantly less frequently overall. 
Wang, Iannotti, and Nansel (2009) also conducted a U.S. study to 




study, Wang and colleagues uniquely included what has been recognized as 
the newest form of bullying, cyber bullying. Although beyond the depth and 
scope of this paper, “Cyber bullying can be defined as a form of aggression 
that occurs through personal computers (e.g., e-mail and instant messaging) 
or cell phones (e.g., text messaging)” (2009, p. 369). Of the survey population 
(6 to 10-year-olds), 20.8% reported being physically bullied or physically 
bullying others, at least, one time in the last two months while 53.6% of 
students experienced verbal bullying or engaged in verbal bullying within this 
timeframe. A total of 51.4% of students socially bullied or engaged in social 
bullying of others and 13.6% were electronically bullied or electronically 
bullied others, at least, once in the past two months.  Additional findings in 
this study revealed that a higher level of parental support resulted in less 
chance of bullying others or being bullied.  Furthermore, the more friends a 
student had, the less likely he was to be bullied, however conversely, the 
more friends a student had, the more likely he was to bully others.  
Interestingly, however, this phenomenon was not reflective of cyber bullying, 
as number of friends did not protect students from being bullied online or in 
electronic formats nor did it necessarily increase the likelihood that students 
would engage in these types of bullying activities.   
Further findings demonstrate that boys were more likely than girls to 
engage in physical or verbal bullying, whereas girls more often engaged in 
rumor spreading, gossip, and social exclusion practices.  Final comparisons 




victimized but more likely to engage in bullying behavior while Hispanic 
students were more likely to participate in physical bullying.  A higher 
socioeconomic status also showed the possibility of preventing students from 
being victims of physical bullying but interestingly increased the risk that a 
student would engage in electronic bullying behavior or be bullied through 
electronic means (Wang et al., 2009).   
Children and Youth  
with Disabilities 
 
 Although several studies have been conducted on a national and 
international level to pinpoint the prevalence of bullying among children and 
youth, most of these reported data on a broad, overall student level.  As a 
result, researchers have begun to look at the prevalence of bullying acts 
among children and youth with disabilities.  Many are finding that this 
population is at greater risk of both victimization and bullying behaviors (Blake 
et al., 2012; Rose et al,, 2011; Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015).   
Rose et al. (2011) conducted an in-depth literature analysis and 
concluded several findings specific to this population of students.  Most 
definitively, Rose and colleagues found that students with disabilities are 
more likely to be victims of bullying acts than their peers without disabilities.  
This phenomenon, however, varies significantly within this category.  
Caucasian students with disabilities are 7 times more likely to both bully 
others and be bullied than their fellow African American students.  These 
students are more than 16 times more likely to fall within the bully-victim 




with disabilities are more than 7 times more likely to be bullied than their 
African American peers (Blake, Zhou, Kwok, & Benz, 2016).   Additionally, 
Simpson, Rose, and Ellis (2016) determined that male students with 
disabilities are more likely to be both bullies and victims and female students 
with disabilities are more likely to be bullied through online platforms and are 
more likely to experience relational bullying among peers.   Furthermore, 
students with disabilities in high school are more likely to engage in bullying 
behaviors, as well as to experience cyerbullying, whereas, students with 
disabilities in middle school are more likely to be involved in high levels of 
fighting.   
Students with more severe cognitive or observable physical disabilities 
tend to be bullied more often than their peers with higher incidence 
disabilities.  Additionally, students attending special classes or separate 
schools are subjected to bullying more often than their same age peers with 
and without disabilities in the general education classroom.    Unique 
characteristic traits and an inability to read social cues may generate further 
reason for bullies to prey on some students with disabilities (Rose et al., 
2011).  Furthermore, Blake and colleagues (2016) found that students 
identified with ADHD are more than 3 times as likely to bully others than their 
fellow students with other disabilities.    
 Blake et al. (2012) examined the prevalence of the victimization of 
students with disabilities and their risk for repeated assaults.  Study results 




students with disabilities in middle school, and 26.6% of students with 
disabilities in the high school were victims of bullying.  Through deeper 
analysis, Blake and colleagues explored these rates among specific disability 
categories.  Results demonstrated clear trends.  Elementary students with 
emotional disturbance and other health impairment experienced significantly 
higher rates of victimization than students with disabilities overall at this level 
(40.6% and 36.6%).  Of further significance students with emotional 
disturbance continued to experience higher levels of victimization than all 
students with disabilities in the middle school with 51.8% of these students 
being bullied within this setting.  Correspondingly, students with emotional 
disturbance were also more likely to be victims of bullying in high school than 
all students with disabilities at this level (39%).  Additional analysis revealed 
that students subjected to acts of peer bullying throughout the first wave of 
the study were five times more likely to experience these acts again in the 
second investigational wave, as compared to peers with disabilities that had 
not been bullied initially.   In particular, elementary and middle school 
students with autism were the most likely to experience repeated acts of 
bullying between wave one and wave two.  Furthermore, high school students 
with orthopedic impairments were at significantly higher risk of being 
repeatedly bullied than their peers with disabilities at the same level.  Blake 
and colleagues concluded that students with disabilities were one to one-and-
a-half times more likely to be bullied by their same aged peers without 




 Rose, Simpson, & Moss (2015) utilized a sample of 14,508 students in 
middle and high school settings ranging in grades from 6 to 12 in order to 
conduct a study specific to the experiences of students with disabilities and 
their bullying prevalence.  Of the sample 1,183 students had disabilities.  
Similar to the previous study, Rose et al. found that students with an 
emotional disturbance reported the highest or next to highest rates for 
bullying involvement in all six categories as determined by the study (i.e. 
victimization, victimization online, relational victimization, fighting and 
relational perpetration).  According to results, students with emotional 
disturbance were also more often identified as bully-victims than any other 
disability category (59.3%).  That said, students with autism and intellectual 
disability that had endorsed one item on the survey (i.e. identified that at least 
one item on the scale occurred at least once) also reported high levels of 
bully-victim behaviors (33.3% and 24.6%).  Finally, students with intellectual 
disability, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Other Health Impairment and Speech 
Language disabilities were involved in the above six participatory categories 
at a higher rate than students without disabilities.  
 Rose, Simpson, and Preast (2016) recently investigated the 
psychosocial predictors of bullying and students with disabilities, as well as 
depression, hostility, and self-esteem in relation to the bullying of and by 
students with disabilities.  Results determined that students with disabilities 
that are victimized are more likely to fight or bully in response, setting them in 




determined that higher levels of student hostility resulted in higher levels of 
bullying, where as lower levels of self esteem predict higher levels of 
victimization, bully-victim behaviors and reactive-victimization in students with 
disabilities.  Finally, study results determined that lower levels of self-esteem 
were predictive of victimization, bully-victim behaviors, and reactive-
victimization among students with disabilities.  
Summarizing, research in this specific area is less robust than overall 
studies on bullying prevalence.  Nevertheless, it is clear that students with 
disabilities and particularly those with social emotional disabilities, ADHD, 
severe cognitive disabilities, physical disabilities and those students that are 
separated from their peers, either by classroom or special school are at 
greater risk for being bullied and behaving as bully-victims than their peers 
without disabilities. 
Multiple Impacts of Bullying 
 Understanding the prevalence of bullying is important, but possibly 
more so is the understanding of how bullying behaviors impact students.  Of 
significance, scholars have found negative impacts, some severe, for not only 
victims of bullying, but for students who engage in bullying behaviors as well.  
It is clear that these experiences not only have immediate effect, but that they 
influence future behaviors and negative outcomes as well. Below, these 
consequences are considered. 
Hutzell and Payne (2012) found that students engage in avoidance 




unsafe in specific areas within and around the school.  This may adversely 
impact attendance and student engagement.  In a study conducted by 
Sharma, Fatima, Thakur, and Parven (2014) 85% of those students that 
experienced bullying also experienced one or more of the following: feelings 
of sickness, feeling bad or sad, a desire to stay home from school, having no 
friends, trouble sleeping, low self-image, decreased appetite, increase in 
nightmares, not talking with others, decreased interest in play or activities that 
were once enjoyable, being afraid of being alone, and bed wetting.  These 
results indicate that the majority of bullied students experience at least some 
level of negative impact and these experiences have a direct effect on health 
and emotional wellbeing.  This impact also holds true for students who are 
themselves bullies or who are both bullies and victims.   
O’Brennan, Waasdorp, Pas, and Bradshaw (2015), using teacher 
report, found that children who frequently experienced peer victimization 
exhibited significantly lower rates of concentration than their same-aged 
peers that were not victimized.  Furthermore, students that not only suffered 
from victimization, but were also aggressive toward classmates, were more 
likely to experience issues with concentration for extended periods of time.  
Victimized students were additionally more likely to struggle in regulating their 
emotions.  Interestingly, O’Brennan and colleagues further investigated this 
phenomenon by evaluating these same impacts on students with disabilities.  
Findings revealed that on all levels, concentration, and emotional regulation 




suggesting that students with disabilities may be at additional risk when 
subjected to victimization or engaging in bullying behaviors.     
According to Houbre, Tarquinio, Thuillier, and Hergott (2006) students 
who fall within the bully/victim category have the lowest opinion of themselves 
as compared to bullies and victims.  These students often have difficulty 
forming and maintaining positive relationships, are often rejected by peers, 
and demonstrate low rates of self-acceptance.  Bully/victims also experience 
psychosomatic symptoms.  For example, these children and youth may suffer 
from “neurovegetative disorders,” such as lethargy, listlessness, and 
anhedonia (Capuron et al., 2008).  These individuals also develop digestive 
issues, problems with skin, and experience somatic pain.  Houbre et al. 
further determined that students that experience a high level of bullying are 
more likely to suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome  (PTSD).  This 
condition was directly linked to low levels of self-esteem and worth.   
 Additional studies have correlated depression, anxiety, and suicide 
ideation to bullying.  This connection has been shown to occur both in 
students that experience bullying and those that engage in bullying behaviors 
(Benedict et al., 2015; Bond et al., 2001).  These effects not only develop 
during periods of bullying, but after the experiences as well.  Stapinski, Araya, 
Heron, Montgomery, & Stallard (2014) assessed anxiety and depression as 
associated with bullying in 5,030 youth in the UK, ages 11-16.  Results 
revealed that notable surges in anxiety and depression occurred not only 




highlighted the social pressures adolescents within the surveyed age group 
experience, recognizing that these youth typically place high importance on 
relationships and acceptance among peers.  This desire to be acknowledged 
may cause bullying experiences to be even more traumatic at this time, thus 
resulting in delayed feelings of anxiety and depression.  
 A Danish study investigated the long-term impact of bullying on a 
population of males born in 1953.  Those individuals that reported being 
bullied in adolescents were significantly more likely to have been diagnosed 
with depression by a physician between the ages of 31 and 51.  The more 
intense the bullying experience, the more likely the individual was to be 
diagnosed (Lund et al., 2008).  Correlated to these findings, a study of Finnish 
males determined that students at age eight that frequently bullied their peers 
were significantly more likely to develop severe depression at age 18 (Klomek 
et al., 2008).  Consequently, both frequently engaging in bullying behaviors 
and being victimized to a high degree are indicative of the occurrence of 
significant mental health difficulties later in life.    
 Bullying is not only associated with depression and anxiety; it 
additionally increases thoughts of suicide and suicidal behaviors (Meltzer et 
al., 2011).  Kim, Koh, and Leventhal (2005) asserted that this holds true 
despite nationality, culture, or other social factors.  Of interest, their 2005 
study found that students at highest risk of developing suicidal ideation and 
behaviors were those individuals classified as both victims and bullies.  




Kim et al. reasoned that the additive impact of being both a victim and a bully 
created this extreme risk.  They also emphasized that this population of youth 
tends to be impulsive, aggressive, and emotionally unstable.  It is important to 
recognize that despite the finding that bully/victims are at the highest risk for 
suicidal ideation and behaviors, victims of bullying are also at risk for 
developing these thoughts and behaviors, as well as those individuals that 
engage in bullying others at a significantly elevated level of intensity.   
 Although mental health issues tend to receive the most press 
regarding the impacts of bullying, research has also linked violent 
criminalization, acts of violence and drug use to bullying in adolescence.  
Farrington and Ttofi (2011) determined that engaging in bullying behaviors at 
age 14 predicted violent convictions between the ages of 15 and 20, self-
reported violence between the ages of 15 and 18, a tendency to use drugs at 
27 to 32 years old and reports of an overall “unsuccessful” life at age 48.  
Violence not only develops in those individuals that behave as bullies but 
those that have suffered victimization as well.  Furthermore, society is finding 
that violent crimes are not only connected to acts of bullying, but to victim 
retaliation from being bullied as well.  In fact, these violent crimes are 
sometimes the most horrifying, brutal and cruel.    
 As an example, in 1984, two boys reportedly beat a fellow peer with a 
hammer, gouged out his eyes with the pointed end, then dragged his body 50 
meters and threw it into the river.  The reasoning behind this murder?  The 




of classmates.  The boys felt so trapped and threatened by this situation they 
took it upon themselves to end their bully’s life (Yoshio, 1985).   
More recently, school shootings either of one targeted student or a 
large number of students have caused much unrest and focus on mental 
health within the United States.  Though characteristics among perpetrators 
are variable and difficult to compare, an investigation found some similarities 
between them.  “Most shooters were depressed, had experienced some 
significant loss, felt persecuted or bullied by others, and had prior difficulty 
coping or had previously tried suicide,” (Flannery et al., 2013, p. 333).  In her 
book about school shootings, Klein (2012) investigated this phenomenon and 
drew a direct connection between the pressures of gender conformity and 
peer policing of status and appropriate gender-related behaviors.  Those who 
fail to conform suffer retaliation, experience scrutiny, and are prone to peer 
rejection.  It is her theory that these bullying behaviors contribute to school 
shootings and individual and mass school murder.   
 It is clear that experiences of bullying have both immediate and long-
term impacts.  Though impact and level are variable, the research indicates 
that being victimized, bullying others, or both may negatively influence 
physical health, mental health, and provoke acts of criminalization and 
violence.  It is these alarming effects that have prompted states, the Office of 
Civil Rights and the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services to 
take action.  The actions taken by states and by the federal government are 




Legal Interventions and Anti-Bullying Legislation 
Research has demonstrated that bullying occurs frequently in schools 
and these experiences may lead to school avoidance, low self-image, 
physical illness, depression, anxiety, and suicide ideation (Houbre et al., 
2006; Lund et al., 2008; Meltzer et al., 2011; Sharma et al.,2014).  In extreme 
cases, occurrences of bullying may prompt criminal activity and physical 
violence, sometimes life-threatening (Farrington & Ttofi ,2011; Flannery et al., 
2013).   In response to these concerns, states and the federal government 
have begun to require that districts and personnel take action.  A discussion 
of state law is provided below.  
State Legislative Action  
Countering the Columbine shootings and adolescent suicides linked to 
bullying, Georgia enacted the first statewide law specific to anti-bullying 
measures in 1999.  This legislation required Georgia school districts to adopt 
and implement a character-building curriculum that would specifically focus 
on bully prevention (Stuart-Cassel, Bell, & Springer, 2011).  Since then, anti-
bullying and harassment legislation has passed in all states. (Bully Police 
USA, 2015).  Legislation from one state to another may look significantly 
different.  However, most require that school districts adopt policies and 
procedures to prevent and respond to bullying (Brank et al., 2012).  In 2010, 
the US Department of Education released recommendations for state 
legislation specific to bullying.  The department included 11 key categories 




These included: 1) prohibition and purpose statement, 2) statement of 
scope (i.e. policy coverage over school campus, school-sponsored activities, 
school provided transportation, etc.), 3) description of behavior that is 
prohibited and a clear definition of bullying, 4) listing of potentially targeted 
groups (not exhaustive), 5) requiring the development and implementation of 
local anti-bullying policies, 6) allowing state-level authorities to review local 
policies as needed, 7) mandating components of local policies include 
definitions, reporting mechanism, investigation of allegations, written records 
of bullying incidents, sanctions or consequences for bullying, and referral 
policy for directing students to counseling and mental health services if 
needed, 8) providing communication plan or procedures for notifying 
stakeholders of bullying policy, 9) including training opportunities for staff and 
school personnel on preventing, identifying, and responding to bullying, 10) 
providing a reporting system of bullying incidents and responses from the 
local to state level, and 11) explicitly recognizing that students and parents 
have the right to seek legal remedies if necessary.   Although a comparison of 
state law shows variability (Kueny & Zirkel, 2012), over all, most state anti-
bullying legislation utilizes specific language prohibiting bullying, and over half 
include cyberbullying.   At least thirteen states indicated that off-campus 
bullying is considered bullying if it adversely impacts the school environment 
and creates hostility among students. Nearly all mandate that school districts 




A deeper analysis of state legislation has uncovered the inclusion of 
criminalization clauses in extreme cases of bullying.  Although school bullying 
has historically been a behavior overseen exclusively by districts, many states 
are opening this venue to include law enforcement and the courts.  This shift 
is evident in policies that require mandatory reporting of incidents of bullying 
to school personnel and administrators.  Such policies mandate that when 
acts of bullying are suspected to be so severe that they would rise to the level 
of criminal behavior, law enforcement be notified.   The Virginia State 
Legislature recently entertained a law that would make severe cases of 
bullying result in a prison sentence of up to one year with a fine of $2,500.  
Recent case law has further supported this shift with cases against bullies for 
assault and criminal harassment.  In some cases, students have been found 
guilty and as such labeled criminals under the law. Additionally, some states 
have expanded this jurisdiction to include acts of cyberbullying.  For example, 
North Carolina has passed a law that makes cyberbullying a misdemeanor for 
youth under 18 (Stuart-Cassel et al., 2011).  Cases may also be brought 
against the parents of bullies in situations of negligent supervision.  The 
burden of proof is extremely high for these cases, however, and resides with 
the victim.  These cases are generally only successful when the victim can 
show that the accused parents provided their child with a dangerous 
instrument and were subsequently negligent in providing appropriate 




Students and families may also bring litigation against schools if 
facilities fail to provide sufficient supervision or fail to respond to complaints of 
harassment or bullying (Eckes & Gibbs, 2012).  In Davis v. Monroe County 
Board of Education, the Supreme Court  
ruled that a school could be liable for damages in a harassment case 
when school personnel acted with deliberate indifference to acts of 
harassment that were so severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive 
that the acts effectively barred the victim’s access to educational 
opportunity or benefit (Yell et al., 2016, p. 278).   
 
Within this case, the court established the indifference test. As a 
consequence of this criteria,  
(a) the harassment must be severe, pervasive, or persistent; (b) the 
harassment must have a concrete, negative effect on the student; (cc) 
school district personnel must have had knowledge of the harassment; 
and (d) school district personnel were deliberately indifferent to the 
harassment and failed to respond adequately to the situation,” (Yell et 
al., 2016, p. 279).   
 
In addition, judges in the cases K. M. ex rel. D.G. v. Hyde Park Central 
School district (2005) and Estate of Lance v. Lewisville Independent School 
District (2011), established the opinion that school districts have a higher 
obligation to protect students with disabilities from acts of bullying due to the 
higher susceptibility to abusive acts these students face.  Therefore, districts 
are expected to foresee acts of bullying toward students with disabilities and 
proactively prevent such cases (Yell et al., 2016).   
In litigation specific to supervision, the victim must demonstrate that 
the school was aware of potentially dangerous behaviors and should have 
provided appropriate supervision in anticipation of such acts.  Additionally, 




action may occur when schools knowingly utilize staff or contractors who 
have little understanding of bullying to provide care for students (Brank et al. 
2012).   
Federal Agency Action Specific to  
Students with Disabilities 
 
 Given the additional bullying risk students with disabilities face, two 
federal agencies, the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) and the Office of Special 
Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), have taken steps to inform 
states and districts of their obligation to this group of students.  On July 25th, 
2000, OCR and OSERS released a “Dear Colleagues” letter specifically 
reminding local districts, post-secondary facilities, and state departments of 
education of their responsibilities under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973 and Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 
(Cantu & Heumann, 2000).  Within this letter, readers were reminded that all 
institutions of education receiving federal funding of any kind are responsible 
for the requirements under Section 504 and all state and local entities 
whether or not they receive federal funding are responsible for enacting the 
requirements stipulated in Title II of the ADA.  As responsible stewards of this 
legislation, school personnel were reminded that harassment of students with 
disabilities is strictly prohibited and as a result, it is their responsibility to 
ensure that such conditions are prevented and/or discontinued.   
Under Section 504, students are afforded a free appropriate public 
education (FAPE).  When students are harassed based on their disability to a 




that FAPE may be at jeopardy.   A denial of FAPE is a denial of a student’s 
rights under Section 504 and places a district at risk of non-compliance.  OCR 
and OSERS made clear that parents or other persons with concern may file a 
complaint at anytime with the Office of Civil Rights in regards to a claim of 
harassment or with the applicable state department of education under the 
procedures and regulations of the IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act).  OCR and OSERS defined harassment as follows: 
Disability harassment under Section 504 and Title II is intimidation or 
abusive behavior toward a student based on disability that creates a 
hostile environment by interfering with or denying a student's 
participation in or receipt of benefits, services, or opportunities in the 
institution's program. Harassing conduct may take many forms, 
including verbal acts and name-calling, as well as nonverbal behavior, 
such as graphic and written statements, or conduct that is physically 
threatening, harmful, or humiliating (Cantu & Heumann, 2000, p. 2). 
 
 The agencies continued to explain that harassment based on disability 
that occurs at an extensive or relentless level may create a hostile 
environment that in effect prevents the victim from accessing or benefiting 
from his educational program.  Such circumstances deny the rights of a 
student with a disability as recognized by Section 504 and the ADA.   
  In 2013, the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services 
published another Dear Colleagues letter specific to bullying and students 
with disabilities (Musgrove, 2013).  In this letter, OSERS emphasized that in 
the event that a student with a disability is bullied to the point that he no 
longer can receive “meaningful educational benefit” this student is actively 
being denied FAPE under the IDEA, and the situation must be resolved.  




a level that denies the provision of FAPE the experience may still impact 
educational progress and the ability to achieve at “full academic potential”.   
Schools and districts were prompted to discontinue myths that bullying is 
simply a part of the childhood experience and instead make all efforts to 
mitigate and/or discontinue such exchanges between students.  Schools were 
advised to create environments of inclusion and acceptance, demonstrating 
that bullying is not permissible.  OSERS defined bullying as: 
Bullying is characterized by aggression used within a relationship 
where the aggressor(s) has more real or perceived power than the 
target, and the aggression is repeated, or has the potential to be 
repeated, over time.  Bullying can involve overt physical behavior or 
verbal, emotional, or social behaviors (e.g., excluding someone from 
social activities, making threats, withdrawing attention, destroying 
someone’s reputation) and can range from blatant aggression to far 
more subtle and covert behaviors.  Cyberbullying, or bullying through 
electronic technology (e.g., cell phones, computers, online/social 
media), can include offensive text messages or e-mails rumors or 
embarrassing photos posted on social networking sites, or fake online 
profiles.  
  
OSERS further underscored that bullying disproportionately impacts 
students with disabilities and explained that students with cognitive, 
communication, processing, or emotional disabilities may not fully understand 
the social context of bullying and may have difficulty notifying an adult that 
they are being bullied.  The agency additionally highlighted that bullying 
between students may trigger child find obligations.   
Unlike the previous Dear Colleagues letter, OSERS did not 
differentiate between bullying that occurs due to the disability versus bullying 




impacts education to the level that students are no longer able to access or 
benefit from their program would constitute a denial of FAPE.  If a student 
with a disability is bullied, OSERS explained that IEP teams should 
reconvene to discuss the level to which the IEP program has been 
jeopardized.  If it is determined that FAPE has been impacted, the team must 
recalculate this provision and make appropriate alterations within the IEP 
program to ensure that FAPE is provided.  OSERS reminded readers that 
parents retain the right to reconvene the IEP team at anytime and this request 
must be accepted in the situation where FAPE may be at risk due to bullying.   
Furthermore, IEP teams were warned that altering placement to a more 
restrictive setting in the hopes of protecting the student from being bullied, 
might in inadvertently deny the student FAPE in the LRE (least restrictive 
environment).  Finally, school personnel may not unilaterally alter services or 
placement in an attempt to resolve a bullying situation.  These decisions must 
be made by the IEP team with participation of the parents. Finally, OSERS 
recognized that there are cases when the aggressor or bully is the student 
with a disability.  Under this condition, IEP teams should discuss the potential 
need to alter placement, services, duration, frequency, or intensity to address 
these bullying behaviors.  
Most recently, in 2014, OCR again released a Dear Colleagues letter 
addressing harassment and bullying of students with disabilities (Lhamon, 
2014).  This guidance reiterated the obligations districts and school facilities 




Section 504, the ADA, and the IDEA.  Interestingly, this letter highlighted the 
need to reconvene multidisciplinary teams when FAPE for a student who 
qualifies for IDEA as well as a student who qualifies for Section 504 is at risk 
due to bullying whether or not this incident was due to the child’s disability.   
Of note, OCR stated that in the event that a student with a disability who 
qualifies for either Section 504 or IDEA services have suffered from disability-
based harassment, it is likely that FAPE has been denied for that student. 
The agency advised that unless it is clear that FAPE has not been impacted 
due to bullying or harassment, the multidisciplinary team (either IEP team or 
504 team) should reconvene and address the following: 1) the extent to which 
the student’s educational needs have changed, 2) the extent to which the 
bullying impacted the receipt of FAPE, and 3) the potential need for additional 
or different services. The letter further explored how OCR goes about 
investigating claims of harassment under each law.  Within these incidents, 
guiding questions were examined such as; was the child with a disability 
harassed and if so, did the level of harassment create a hostile environment?  
Did the school know about the incident and if not, should they have known 
about it?  Did the school react in a timely fashion and make reasonable 
alterations that would likely end the harassment and prevent it from occurring 
in the future?  
 Given the active guidance that has been provided by OCR and 
OSERS, it is clear that the bullying of students with disabilities is not only a 




Both agencies stress the criticalness of reevaluating FAPE when a bullying 
situation has a potential for jeopardizing this provision. Complaints specific to 
harassment and bullying of students with disabilities continue to be filed with 
the Office of Civil Rights (Lhamon, 2014).  This might point to a gap between 
guidance and practice; where-in-by teams are not reconvening when FAPE is 
at risk due to bullying.    
 Provided legislation and stern guidance from OCR and OSERS, it is 
essential that districts and school personnel utilize prevention strategies to 
avoid bullying behaviors and counteract those that do occur.   With potential 
criminalization and the jeopardy of FAPE for students with disabilities at 
stake, districts must adopt anti-bullying policies and apply strategies or 
programs that have been proven effective.   
Anti-Bullying Programs and Prevention 
 Anti-bullying policies and programming are essential for all districts and 
schools.  With an increased focus on the impacts of bullying, as well as 
legislation requiring response, it is important to review those strategies and 
programs employed by schools to mitigate these issues.  Provided the 
increased risk students with disabilities face regarding acts of bullying and 
bullying behaviors, it is worth reviewing bully prevention and program 
literature specific to this population.  Fortunately, this area of research, the 
prevention and interventions of bullying and students with disabilities is 






Evidence-Based Programs and  
School-Wide Interventions  
 
 Taking into consideration the potential immediate and long-term 
negative impact bullying may have on students and the legislation that has 
been enacted statewide and federally to protect general education students 
as well as students with disabilities from bullying, districts and schools look to 
anti-bullying curricula and prevention strategies to combat these bullying 
behaviors.  Several programs have been developed to support educators and 
schools in these endeavors.  In fact, Oklahoma State Department of 
Education has created an online reference page for educators and school 
personnel specifically identifying “evidence-based bullying programs” 
(Oklahoma State Department of Education, 2014).  References include 19 
links to various programs ranging from Olweus Bullying Prevention Program 
(OBPP), to Peacebuilders, Second Step, and Zippy’s Friends.   
Of these programs, the Oweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) is 
generally accepted as the most highly utilized and researched curriculum 
(Ross & Horner, 2014).  OBPP supports elementary, middle and high school 
students in identifying bullying behavior, addressing bullying when it occurs 
and supporting victims in dealing with the impacts of bullying (Brank et al., 
2012; Ferguson, Miguel, Kilburn, & Sanchez, 2007).  The program includes 
school, classroom, individual, and community-level components (Limber, 
2011).  Although administrators and teachers are primarily responsible for 
implementation, parents and community members are encouraged to 




community that is safe, connected, and a positive place for learning 
(Hazelden Foundation, 2015).  Within the program, students participate in 
weekly class meetings to discuss bullying and those students who have been 
identified as bullies, are targeted with specific individualized intervention 
plans. The Bully Prevention Coordinating Committee (BPCC), post school 
rules specific to bullying, train staff, and monitor the success of the program, 
making alterations when needed (Limber, 2011).   
Unfortunately, despite being well known and widely implemented, 
research has failed to demonstrate a high level of success in utilizing the 
OBPP program.  Ross and Horner (2014) emphasize that studies have 
demonstrated minimal decrease in victimization as well as produced little 
long-term change in bullying behaviors 2 to 3 years after implementation of 
the program.   Bauer, Lozano, and Rivara (2007) conducted a controlled trial 
with 10 middle schools.  Eight of the ten adopted and implemented the OBPP 
while the remaining two employed alternate school level anti-bullying 
strategies.  Results found no overall impact on student-reported victimization 
from the use of OBPP.  Although the study recognized some benefit for 
specific subgroups (i.e. white students were less likely to report victimization 
through relational and physical bullying), overall there was no impact. 
Although the OBPP is popular, many districts are utilizing other 
bullying prevention programs as well.  Examples include Second Step, the 
Violence Prevention Program, and Responding in Peaceful and Positive 




programs designed to trigger moral sensitivity and empathy have also been 
utilized (Ferguson et al., 2007).  Ferguson et al. (2007) recognized the high 
level of funding that districts, states, and the federal government have spent 
on these curricula, as well as on implementation.  As such, they ask the 
question, is the expense worth the result?  Are these programs making a 
positive impact and altering the landscape of bullying within American 
schools?  To investigate this query, Ferguson et al. conducted a detailed 
meta-analysis examining results from 42 published studies with 45 total 
observations.  These combined studies totaled a sample group of 34, 713 
participants.  A thorough analysis of this combined research discovered 
minimal positive impact from program implementation.   Although Ferguson et 
al. established a statistically significant overall positive outcome, when 
factoring effect size, the impact ranged from less than 1% to 3.6%.  
Therefore, “…although anti-bullying programs produce a small amount of 
positive change, it is likely that this change is too small to be practically 
significant or noticeable,” (p. 408).  
 Given the lack of significant impact pre-packaged anti-bullying 
programs have had on school-wide bullying prevention, Ross and Horner 
(2014) offer a new approach.  In recognizing the success PBIS (Positive 
Behavior and Intervention Supports) has had on school-wide behavior 
management, Ross and Horner propose that bullying prevention be tackled 
within this multi-tiered model.  Given school-wide expectations that are taught 




discouraging bullying behaviors. Ross and Horner suggest schools 
additionally implement a BP-PBS (Bully Prevention in Positive Behavior 
Supports) strategy within this school-wide expectation context.   In this 
strategy, students are taught to utilize a “stop” signal when they witness or 
are subjected to disrespectful behavior.  In the event that this is unsuccessful, 
students are instructed to “walk” away or to help the victim walk away.  
Finally, if this fails to extinguish the behavior, students are advised to “talk” to 
a teacher or adult.  Students learn this tactic as the stop/walk/talk strategy.  In 
studying the effectiveness of this method in third through fifth graders, Ross 
and Horner found overall significant positive results.  Students gained 
confidence in their ability to stand up to bullying behavior and intervene when 
others were being bullied.  Ross and Horner did recognize, however, that fifth 
graders were less likely than the younger students to stand up against bullies 
and suggested that this may be due to their age and peer influence.  It was 
suggested that this strategy be modified for older students, particularly those 
in middle and high school settings.  
 In concert with Ross and Horner’s utilization of the PBIS structure, the 
Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (2013) also 
emphasizes that schools utilize a multi-tiered behavioral framework in their 
efforts to prevent bullying.  OCERS highlights that implementation of a multi-
tiered framework creates an environment where students feel safe, 
respected, and nurtured.  Further, students needing additional intervention 




behaviors.  This work occurs in targeted Tier II groups or specifically 
individualized Tier III interventions (David, 2015).  
Programming for Student  
with Disabilities 
 
 Despite the fact that students with disabilities are disproportionately 
bullied and OCR and OSERS has specifically asked districts and agencies to 
address the bullying of student with disabilities, research indicates that anti-
bullying programs and strategies rarely recognize or program for this 
population (Raskauskas & Modell, 2011; Rose et al., 2012). Raskauskas and 
Modell focused heavily on the need to provide students with disabilities 
access to pre-assessments and program materials.  They discuss the 
necessity for teacher flexibility within programs to design specialized 
instruction in order to teach anti-bullying strategies.  They highlight that 
students with moderate to severe disabilities may need additional, explicit, 
and targeted instruction to support their understanding of how to identify and 
report bullying.  Additionally, they noted that students with communication 
disorders may lack the means to report bullying.  These students should be 
clearly taught how to recognize when bullying is occurring and how they may 
notify an adult in the event that it happens.   
 Rose and Monda-Amaya (2012) recommended several strategies for 
decreasing bullying of students with disabilities.  They acknowledged that 
students with disabilities often lack the appropriate social skills to effectively 
and positively engage with their peers.  Teachers are encouraged to provide 




with disabilities space to practice social engagement skills and learn 
appropriate ways of engaging with peers in a socially acceptable way.  They 
suggest utilizing safe cooperative activities, as well as Social Stories to 
increase social competency, social cueing, and the interpretation of feelings.  
Educators are further encouraged to support students in developing self 
determination strategies and eliminate learned helplessness in social settings.  
Rose and Monda-Amaya encourage teachers to create highly structured 
classroom environments where behavioral expectations are known, positive 
behavior is praised and students are aware of how to identify and report 
bullying.  Such classrooms should incorporate embedded social skill 
instruction and provide space for targeted interventions.  Again, Rose and 
Monda-Amaya supported the use of Positive Behavior Supports and urge the 
use of targeted (or tiered) interventions.  These interventions may be 
employed to support victims or provide space to work with chronic bullies in 
acquiring new behaviors.  
In their guidance letter dated 2013, OSERS further emphasized the 
need to adequately train teachers in recognizing and addressing the bullying 
of students with disabilities.  They encouraged schools to adopt anti-bullying 
policies and procedures consistent with local, state and federal laws that 
include students with disabilities.  Furthermore, they urge schools to provide 
social skill instruction, frequent behavior-based feedback and increased adult 
engagement for those students behaving in ways that are not safe, respectful 




 Sullivan, Sutherland, Farrell, and Taylor (2015) recently reviewed the 
Committee for Children’s Second Step curriculum and compared results 
between general education and special education students.  Fifteen lessons 
within the Second Step program were delivered to an intervention group of 
sixth grade middle school students.  Three schools were utilized for this study 
and all classrooms had students with disabilities in them.  Second Step 
lessons focused on teaching students conflict resolution skills, problem 
solving, anger management, resisting peer pressure, empathy, appropriate 
reporting, preventing fighting, and responding to situations of bullying.  
Though this intervention resulted in minimal overall positive impact, students 
with disabilities were reported to have fewer relational victimization 
experiences upon completion of the 15 lessons as compared to the control 
group.  Sullivan et al. suggest that because this intervention did support a 
reduction in relational victimization among students with disabilities, its use is 
beneficial and would likely be best supported in a school wide multitiered 
prevention system, such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) with Second Step serving as a tier one intervention.  Ultimately, this 
study points to the need for additional research specific to anti-violence 
programs and students with disabilities. Based on limitations of their study, 
Sullivan et al. recommended investigating program impacts on specific 
disability categories rather than on all students with disabilities.  It is possible 
that an intervention of a particular type works more successfully with one 




 A similar study conducted by Espelage, Rose, and Polanin (2015) 
found differing results.   
In this study, it was hypothesized that direct instruction in the areas of 
self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, problem-solving, 
and relationship management would serve as a vehicle to reduce 
bullying, victimization, and fighting over time for students with 
disabilities (p. 306).    
 
Similar to the previous study, such instruction was provided through the 
school-based social and emotional learning program, Second Step: Student 
Success Through Prevention (SS-SSTP).  Results within this study found a 
significant decrease in bullying behaviors of participating sixth grade students 
with disabilities.  Non-significant results were found, however, in reduction of 
victimization and fighting between the intervention and control groups.  
Espelage et al. proposed that victimization of students with disabilities may be 
exasperated by the national push to include more students with disabilities 
into the general education classroom.  As students at higher risk of 
victimization, such inclusive settings may pose additional risk for those 
students that lack social skills and the ability to connect with fellow 
classmates.  It was also speculated that although perpetration by students 
with disabilities declined, due to the inability of students with disabilities to 
control their reactive behaviors, fighting did not show positive change.    
The two studies reported above (Espelage et al., 2015; Rose et al., 
2015) yielded different and sometimes conflicting results, and although both 
programs utilized Second Steps as a basis for their intervention, similarities 




that continued investigation and research that specifically addresses 
victimization and bullying behaviors among students with disabilities is 
needed. 
 With an increased threat of bullying for students with disabilities and a 
focus on ensuring FAPE, anti-bullying strategies and programming efforts 
must consider the unique needs of this population.  While specific research 
within this realm is minimal, literature points to the need to incorporate social 
skills training, safe and collaborative group interactions, encourage self-
determination, create highly structured classrooms with clear expectations, 
and implement a school wide multitiered system where bullying may be 
addressed on multiple levels.  Additionally, IEP and 504 teams must be 
prepared to reconsider services and programming needs when bullying 
occurs to a level that the provision of FAPE has been impacted or denied.    
Special Education Directors and Participation  
in Anti-Bullying Measures 
 
 In 1985, Prillaman and Richardson identified several responsibilities 
local administrators of special education are required to facilitate.  
Specifically, these directors are responsible for program development, 
implementation, and evaluation.  Directors select personnel, train, develop 
and evaluate staff.  They oversee individualized program planning and 
implementation for students with disabilities.  They are responsible for 
interpreting and implementing federal and state laws specific to students with 
disabilities and monitoring schools and personnel for regulation compliance.  




provide appropriate services to students with disabilities.  Additionally, they 
advocate for the programming needs of students with disabilities. Lashley and 
Boscardin (2003) emphasize that the role of the special education director 
has evolved throughout its inception.  Notably, they highlight the need for 
special education directors to be knowledgeable about school violence and 
harassment, as well as potential litigation and legalities specific to students 
with disabilities. They further mention the need for leaders in special 
education to be competent in program evaluation, as well as in providing 
professional development to both general and special education staff.    
As a result of the roles and responsibilities of these leaders within their 
districts, the link between bullying and students with disabilities, and the 
requirement to ensure FAPE to students with disabilities in times of bullying 
and harassment, it is important for special education administrators to be 
directly involved in program development and evaluation specific to bullying 
and students with disabilities. Furthermore, as indicated above, anti-bullying 
programming often fails to meet the unique needs of students with disabilities 
(Rose & Monda-Amaya, 2012).   Again, here, special education directors sit in 
a prime position with their knowledge of special education and the needs of 
students with disabilities (Lashley & Boscardin, 2003) to positively impact this 
phenomenon within their districts.    
Clearly, it is judicious for special education directors to take an active 
role in anti-bullying actions taken by local education agencies.  These may 




of school personnel that hold expertise in anti-bullying strategies and students 
with disabilities, and the provision of staff professional development featuring 
techniques in bullying prevention and/or mitigation.  Unfortunately, past 
research has not investigated the roles special education directors play in 
preventing and or mitigating the bullying of students with disabilities.  This is a 
discernible gap in the research, which warrants investigation. 
Conclusion 
 One may say that bullying has forever been a problem in schools.  
Although research specific to this phenomenon did not take hold until the late 
1970’s (Olweus, 1988; Lagerspetz, 1982), documentation of bullying and its 
effects have been reported since long before then.  While the prevalence of 
bullying among school children and youth is high, students with disabilities 
typically experience this behavior at a higher rate (Rose et al., 2011).  This is 
particularly true for those students with social emotional disabilities, severe 
cognitive disabilities, and physical disabilities.  Additionally, students that are 
separated from their general education peers are also more likely to suffer 
victimization (Blake et al., 2012).  It is important to note that students with 
disabilities are additionally at higher risk for engaging in bullying behaviors 
and being categorized as bully/victims (Rose, Simpson, & Moss 2015).   
 Bullying can no longer be viewed as an unavoidable act of passage 
within the primary and secondary settings.  Its impacts are immediate and 
long lasting.  Not only do students suffer from psychosomatic conditions, 




school (Capuron et al., 2008; Hutzell & Payne, 2012; Sharma et al., 2014), 
but students also experience more dramatic mental health issues such as 
long-term severe depression, ideations of suicide, and in extreme cases, 
engagement in violent, sometimes shocking crimes (Farrington and Ttofi, 
2011; Lund, et al., 2008; Meltzer et al., 2011).   
To combat bullying in schools and mitigate the serious immediate and 
long-term impacts these experiences have on students, every state has 
adopted anti-bullying laws and/or policies (Bully Police USA, 2015).  
Additionally, the Office of Civil Rights and the Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services has issued several guidance documents specifically 
reminding districts and school personnel of their responsibilities to protect the 
rights of students with disabilities specific to acts of bullying.  Multidisciplinary 
teams are advised to reconvene when the bullying of or from a student with a 
504 or IDEA disability has the potential to impact the provision of FAPE.  This 
guidance is instrumental in directing the ways in which schools respond to the 
bullying and harassment of students with disabilities.  Given the litigiousness 
of these situations, it is critical that multidisciplinary teams heed this counsel.   
 Unfortunately, anti-bullying programs have largely proven ineffective, 
and few address the specific needs of students with disabilities. Educators 
are encouraged to utilize the PBIS framework (OSERS, 2013; Rose & 
Monda-Amaya, 2012; Ross & Horner, 2014) in an effort to create safe and 
nurturing environments that also address inappropriate behaviors in a 




specific to bullying and students with disabilities are encouraged (Raskauskas 
& Modell, 2011).  
 Special education directors are uniquely positioned to participate 
actively in the prevention and mitigation of the bullying of and from students 
with disabilities within their districts.  With their understanding of disabilities, 
special education law and guidance, and their responsibilities to ensure the 
provision of FAPE to all students with disabilities within their schools (Lashley 
& Boscardin, 2003; Prillaman and Richardson, 1985) it is incumbent upon 
them to take planned and purposeful action specific to this topic.  Such action 
may include the creation and implantation of policies and procedures, 
personnel selection, and the offering of professional development for general 
education and special education staff.  Unfortunately, past research had not 
been conducted to determine the steps taken by special education directors 
in the prevention and mitigation of the bullying of and from students with 
disabilities.  This research gap influenced the development and actions in the 
current study.  
Research Design 
 
 This inquiry utilized a case study design to investigate the research 
gap of actions taken by special education directors in preventing and 
mitigating the bullying of and by students with disabilities.  Specifically, 
special education directors participated in intensive interviews.  
Corresponding documentation were also collected to support interview 




 As shared in Chapter 1, the following research questions guided this 
study: 
Q1 What do special education directors know about the nature and      
occurrence of bullying 
 
Q1a in general; 
Q1b of students with disabilities; 
Q1c by students with disabilities?  
Q2 How do special education directors assess the prevalence of 
bullying  
 
Q2a of students with disabilities;  
Q2b from students with disabilities? 
Q3 How does the IEP team address bullying? 
Q4 What policies and/or procedures have special education 
directors implemented specific to bullying 
  
Q4a of students with disabilities; 
Q4b by students with disabilities? 
Q5 How are personnel selection decisions impacted by candidate  
experience or knowledge of bullying prevention strategies 
specific to students with disabilities? 
 
Q6 What professional development do special education directors  
offer staff specific to bullying?  
 
Q6a of students with disabilities; 
Q6b by students with disabilities? 






Yin (2014) expressed the benefits of utilizing case study design when 
the researcher intends to collect contextual data that moves beyond numbers 
and statistics.  Questions that address “how” and “why” support this 
methodology and encourage in-depth review and qualitative analysis.  Based 
on the intentions of this research, the guiding research questions, as well as 
the proposed interview questions (shared in Chapter 3), it is clear that case 
study methodology was the best suited to meet the exploration needs of this 
project.    
In the following chapter, this methodology will be further explored, and 
specific details regarding the case study design will be shared.  Specifically, 
the researcher stance will be presented along with the epistemological and 
theoretical perspectives of the study.  Yin’s (2014) five key components of a 
sound case study will be shared, and specific details of this study will be 
presented within each component.  Finally, human participant and ethical 







 This chapter explores the researcher’s stance, demonstrating the 
personal perceptions and experiences from which the researcher views the 
bullying phenomena.  The epistemological and theoretical perspectives from 
which the study will be conducted and results analyzed are also discussed. 
Finally, a detailed methodology section is included.  Within this segment, 
Yin’s (2014) five key case study components are explored (i.e. case study 
questions, propositions, unit of analysis, the logic linking the data to the 
propositions, and the criteria for interpreting the findings). 
Researcher Stance 
 Creswell (2013) emphasizes the need for researchers conducting a 
qualitative study to utilize reflexivity where by the researcher reflects upon his 
own experiences, values, and personal biases.  In so doing, researchers 
acknowledge the impact their distinct views have toward shaping their 
perspectives and lenses of interpretation.  Creswell encourages researchers 
to declare explicitly these unique experiences, values, and biases in relation 
to the phenomena of study and to openly discuss how these experiences may 
influence the researcher’s interpretation and understanding of the 
phenomenon.  Doing so aids the reader in clarifying the perspective from 




attempt to explore my own experiences, values, and personal biases as they 
relate to students with disabilities and the bullying phenomena. 
 Initially, I believe it important to openly state that I am a special 
education teacher and an advocate for students with disabilities. As such, I 
have worked with students with disabilities for the majority of my career.  
Working primarily at the middle school level (7th and 8th grade), I witnessed 
the early teen year turmoil that most youngsters at this age endure.  I 
watched as students teased out the reliability of friendships and negotiated 
within and among differing social circles, peers trying each other on as if 
testing a new pair of shoes or fashionable jacket.   Unfortunately, many were 
left behind or discarded as finicky youngsters gravitating toward a newer and 
potentially better trend.    
I observed as hormones sparked crushes and students attempted 
“going out” for often the first time.  I watched as hearts were broken and 
school dances ended in elation or affliction.  I observed unique connections 
among middle school students.  Students bound tightly as strands of rope, 
intertwining perfectly, one on top the other, “best friends forever.”  And 
relationships that felt and behaved in a much more turbulent, unpredictable 
manner, the push-pull of peer pressure and personal desire.  I also witnessed 
the development of labels and cliques. I saw bullying from a multitude of 
angles, from the sly, undercover push in a crowded hallway, to loud name 




declaration of “cooties”.  I witnessed girls pulling hair, spreading rumors, and 
alienating the “out” girl.   
My one rule hanging prominently in my classroom was “Be nice or 
leave.”   Reflecting on my own class setting, I feel as though this statement 
generally rang true.  My students with special education needs were “nice.”  
Unfortunately, this statement did not always reflect the ways in which they 
were treated within the school.   
A large majority of my students, primarily labeled with learning 
disabilities and social-emotional disabilities, were bullied in some way.  I 
remember one of my students walking into math class, a “kick me” post-it 
note on his back.  Given this student’s disability and lack of personal 
awareness, had I not been there to remove it, it is likely that the note would 
have remained on his back for the majority of the day. Another student was 
often subjected to hallway bullies.  These students would lie in wait for an 
opportunity to strike, one where lurking teachers were nowhere to be seen, 
and the halls were heavy with kids.  In these situations, my student was 
pushed, kicked, called names, had his backpack and books taken or thrown 
on the ground, and overall targeted and stalked.  A third student, who lived in 
a trailer with running water available solely in the bathroom sink, was picked 
on as the “stinky kid,” who always wore the same set of clothes.  Students 
would make a point of abruptly and loudly shuffling away from him during 




would exclaim, “Something stinks in here!” or  “What’s that smell?”   He was 
often ostracized and avoided.    
Unfortunately, many of my students were shunned and segregated 
from their peers.  They were generally chosen last for teams in gym, sat alone 
or with other students with disabilities during lunch, deliberately misbehaved 
in an effort to come to my room (a place of refuge) or simply begged to stay 
there.   In reflection, it is clear that these students were bullied by exclusion.    
It is also important to recognize that I had students that bullied other 
students.  One of the young ladies I worked with became enraged at a friend 
over something that was said.  As a result, my student waited outside the 
door of this young ladies classroom, and as she emerged in the doorway, my 
student spat liberally in her face.  This student also engaged in gossiping, 
segregating friends, spreading rumors and physical altercations, such as 
pulling hair.   
 As a special education teacher, who genuinely cared for and, with all 
honesty, loved all of my students, preventing these acts of bullying was 
extremely difficult.  I felt lost, not always knowing what to do or how best to 
protect my students.  If caught in the act, I immediately responded to verbal, 
physical, and outward acts of bullying.  Though this generally shut the bully or 
bullies down within the setting, I know these behaviors continued when I was 
not available to view them.  Additionally, I had few resources or “go to” 
strategies for bullying that was taking place covertly or for acts of segregation, 




team to discuss whether or not FAPE had been compromised due to bullying 
nor did I receive training or district lead guidance specific to bullying and 
appropriate actions to prevent and/or deal with these behaviors.   
It is important for me to explain candidly that much of my years 
teaching within the middle school setting occurred prior to legislation in my 
state specific to anti-bullying practices.  Additionally, it also occurred prior to 
most of the guidance letters from OCR and OSERS, reminding districts of 
their obligation to prevent and respond expediently to bullying of students with 
disabilities.  So in fairness to my district, this is likely why no training was 
offered and no policies or procedures were in place specific to this 
phenomenon.    
 It is additionally important for me to reveal that not only have I taught 
special education, but I served as a state administrator in special education 
as well.  Within this role, I came to appreciate fully the intricacies of special 
education law and the rights of students with disabilities.  I also came to 
understand the immense pressure and precarious position in which districts 
find themselves, as they work hard to implement federal and local laws, best 
practices, and research-based specialized instruction.  Though districts 
generally place student needs at the forefront, with the great number of 
regulations, both federal and state, mandating not only tasks specific to IDEA 
but to ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education Act), Title I, Seclusion 
and Restraints etc., it is not uncommon that districts find themselves in non-




staff and generally requires additional training, resources and in extreme 
cases, fiscal payment.   As a past educator, I often found it difficult to penalize 
districts, and particularly special education departments, for non-compliance 
when I could understand how hard these district personnel were working to 
meet student needs.  Though I recognized the need to alter behaviors and 
practices based on legal restraints and mandates, I felt it important to work 
collaboratively with these departments and districts to support them in making 
a positive change rather than punishing them for their mistakes.   
I share this perspective because my experience as a state 
administrator has influenced my knowledge of special education law and the 
serious consequences that districts may face when inadvertently failing to 
comply with all regulations.  Additionally, as a former educator, I understand 
the complications that come with implementing IDEA law and taking the 
regulations from paper to practice.  Furthermore, specific to the bullying 
phenomena, I understand the challenges educators face when attempting to 
prevent and discontinue these actions among students.  However, I know the 
severe consequences a district may experience when failing to comply with 
anti-discrimination law.  When districts neglect to ensure FAPE for all 
students with disabilities by not preventing or responding quickly to the 
bullying of or from students with disabilities, they place themselves in 
jeopardy of litigation.   
Given my previous experiences and values as a teacher and advocate 




seriousness of the bullying phenomenon.  It is from this position that I felt 
motivated to research the bullying of students with disabilities and specifically 
discover how special education directors are supporting educators in 
protecting students with disabilities from being bullied and engaging in such 
practices.  
Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective 
 According to Crotty (2012), a solid foundation for a research study 
begins with epistemology, which informs the theoretical perspective.  Both are 
critical in framing the philosophical stance from which the researcher views 
the study, as well as the nature of the knowledge garnered.  
Epistemology 
 Epistemology is a “…way of understanding and explaining how we 
know what we know,” (Crotty, 2012, p. 3).  As the foundation for the 
theoretical perspective, it is essential that researchers make their 
epistemology stance known.  The proposed study will utilize a social 
constructivist interpretative framework.     
In social constructivism, individuals seek understanding of the world in 
which they live and work. They develop subjective meanings of their 
experiences—meanings directed toward certain objects or things… 
The goal of the researcher, then, is to rely as much as possible on the 
participants’ views of the situation.  Often these subjective meanings 
are negotiated socially and historically.  In other words, they are not 
simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interaction with 
others …and through historical and cultural norms that operate in 
individuals’ lives (Creswell, 2013, p. 24-25). 
 Researchers within this framework recognize that their personal 
experiences, culture and background impact their interpretation of study 




acknowledge that their interpretation is bound by their past experiences and 
cultural development (Creswell, 2013).  
 Within this framework, researchers also recognize that the study 
participants will socially construct knowledge as well. Their reality will come 
from their past experiences, culture and background, as well as from 
engagement in the study interview.  This socially constructed reality will 
impact participant perceptions and the responses elicited from interview 
questions.      
Theoretical Perspective 
A theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance by which the 
researcher conducts and interprets the studied phenomenon (Crotty, 2012).  
The philosophical stance utilized within this study was a disabilities 
interpretive lens.  “Disability inquiry addresses the meaning of inclusion in 
schools and encompasses administrators, teachers, and parents who have 
children with disabilities…”(Creswell, 2013, p. 33).  Within this paradigm, 
researchers view disability not as a defective condition, but as a human 
difference (Creswell, 2013).  Rioux and Bach (1994) argue that disability is 
socially constructed and therefore interpreted by one’s culture, politics, legal 
framework, and economic status.  “Critical disabilities research questions this 
context through the lens of human rights and ethics,” (Rioux & Bach, 1994, p. 







 The methodology for this research was a case study analysis.  Yin 
(2014) explained that case study research is conducted when it is the aim of 
the investigator to understand a contemporary phenomenon and it is 
hypothesized that the contextual conditions influencing the phenomenon are 
essential to the study.   As described by Creswell (2013),  
Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator 
explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple 
bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data 
collection involving multiple sources of information…and reports a case 
description and case themes (p. 97).   
 
Yin (2014) further emphasizes that case studies focus on “how” and “why” 
questions.  This inquiry moves beyond numerical analysis in an attempt to 
unravel context and situational influence.  Finally, case studies analyze 
behaviors or situations that cannot be manipulated or studied through 
experimental methodology (Yin, 2014).   
 The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions and 
actions taken by special education directors in preventing and mitigating the 
bullying of and from students with disabilities. It was critical to investigate the 
contextual conditions that impact the efforts taken by leaders in special 
education to protect students with disabilities from harassment and bullying, 
as well as from engaging in such behaviors.  As a contemporary phenomenon 
and a proposed study that lacks the ability or desire to manipulate behavior 




 To understand the perceptions of special education directors in 
preventing and mitigating the bullying of and by students with disabilities, 
case study methodology was utilized and in so doing, intensive interviews and 
review of corresponding documents was conducted.  Results were analyzed 
through analytical coding and data triangulation.  In the following section, 
Yin’s (2014) five key components in case study design are explored in detail. 
Key Components of the Research Design 
 Yin (2014) specifically pointed to five key components necessary in 
designing high-quality case study research.  These include “1. a case study’s 
questions; 2. its propositions, if any; 3. its unit(s) of analysis; 4. the logic 
linking the data to the propositions; and 5. the criteria for interpreting the 
findings,” (p. 29). Within this section, these five components will be explored 
specific to the study. 
Case Study Questions 
As shared previously the following research questions guided this 
research: 
Q1 What do special education directors know about the nature and      
occurrence of bullying 
 
Q1a in general; 
Q1b of students with disabilities; 
Q1c by students with disabilities?  
Q2 How do special education directors assess the prevalence of 
bullying  
 




Q2b from students with disabilities? 
Q3 How does the IEP team address bullying? 
Q4 What policies and/or procedures have special education 
directors implemented specific to bullying 
  
Q4a of students with disabilities; 
Q4b by students with disabilities? 
Q5 How are personnel selection decisions impacted by candidate  
experience or knowledge of bullying prevention strategies 
specific to students with disabilities? 
 
Q6 What professional development do special education directors  
offer staff specific to bullying?  
 
Q6a of students with disabilities; 
Q6b by students with disabilities? 
Q7 What indicators do special education directors utilize to evaluate 
program effectiveness? 
 
In order to utilize a case study design, the researcher must determine 
the type of research questions being asked.  Questions seeking 
understanding and connections rather than focusing solely on a number of 
occurrences or frequency data best meet the criteria for case study design 
(Yin, 2014).  It is with these metrics in mind, along with the guiding research 
questions, that case study methodology was selected for this study.   
Propositions 
 For the second key component in research design, Yin (2014) 
explained that propositions support the researcher by narrowing the 
parameters of the study to specific elements within the phenomenon.  Yin 




examined within the scope of the study,” (2014, p. 30).  In figure 1, the 
propositions of the study are demonstrated through the presentation of a 
component model.  
 As shown in this model, it was hypothesized that the following three 
propositions impact the potential reduction of bullying of and by students with 
disabilities:  (1) policies and procedures (which may include district-wide 
polices, policies and procedures specific to students with disabilities, IEP 
planning and placement decisions, as well as procedural data collection); (2) 
the purposeful hiring of experts in anti-bullying strategies, PBIS (Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports), and social skill training; and (3) 
providing professional development and training to staff members, both 
general and special education, specific to anti-bullying tactics, programs, 
prevention, etc.  Analysis of reduction may include evaluation of district-wide 
and school specific data, data specific to students with disabilities, placement 
data, PBIS data, anecdotal records, incident reports (from school employees, 
students, and parents), and overall staff, leadership, and student perceptions.   
This analysis and evaluation then in turn supports the development of policies 
and procedures, the hiring of specific experts within this realm, and the 
provision of additional training.  The combination or overlap of all three 
propositions, coupled with the evaluation processes, can positively impact the 





Figure 1: Propositions Component Model 
As previously mentioned, this study utilized a combination of interviews 
and documentation review. Table 1 shows the specific questions that were 
asked of participants and an example of documents that were reviewed in 









Connections Between Guiding Questions, Propositions, Interview Questions, 












1. What do special 
education directors 




a. in general; 
b. of students with 
disabilities; 




1. What do you know 
about bullying in 
general? 
2. What do you know 
about the bullying of 
students with 
disabilities? 
3. What do you know 
about the bullying by 
students with 
disabilities?  
4. How is bullying handled 
in your district overall? 
• Articles, guidance 
letters, books, 
websites, etc. utilized 
to inform director of 
bullying and students 
with disabilities 
• State law specific to 
anti-bullying 
• Anti-bullying policies 
or procedures  
 
 





a. of students with 
disabilities;  







1. How do you assess the 
prevalence of bullying of 
students with disabilities 
in your district? 
2. How do you assess the 
prevalence of bullying 
by students with 
disabilities in your 
district? 
3. How does this compare 
to students without 
disabilities in your 
districts?  
 
• Articles, guidance 
letters, books, 
websites, etc. utilized 
to inform director of 
bullying and students 
with disabilities 
• Statistics of bullying 
in district 














1. How do you address 
bullying during IEP 
meetings and through 
IEP programming? 
2. In the event that bullying 
of or from a student with 
a disability is occurring 
consistently, do you 
ensure that the IEP 
team reconvenes and if 
so, how might 
programming change as 
a result? 
 
• Policies or 
procedures specific 
to IEP meetings and 
bullying 
































to bullying  
a. of students with 
disabilities? 





1. What policies and/or 
procedures have 
been implemented 
specific to bullying of 
and by students with 
disabilities? 
2. How are these 
policies shared with 
staff and families?  
3. How are these 
policies implemented? 
4. After an occurrence of 
bullying what follow-
up procedures are 
implemented?  
 
• District wide bullying 
policies and 
procedures 
• Policies and 
procedures specific 



















1. How is bullying taken 
into account when 
hiring personnel?   
2. Have hiring practices 
changed based on 
bullying policies and 
current concern 
around bullying? 
3. What do you look for 
in an applicant in 
relation to bullying? 
4. What skills do these 
individuals bring to 
your district?  
5. How have these skills 
impacted bullying of 
and by students with 







• School and district 
personnel website 
pages 
• District faculty 
directories 
• Job descriptions 

































6. What professional 
development do 
special education 
directors offer staff 
specific to bullying  
a. of students with 
disabilities; 
b. by students with 
disabilities? 
 
Personnel Selection 1. What professional 
development has 
been offered to 









training that goes 
above and beyond 
anti-bullying 
training specific to 
general education 
students? 
3. How have these 
trainings impacted 
bullying of and by 
students with 
• Records of 
district/school 
trainings 
• Training schedules 
• Training materials 
• Training feedback 
forms 
 
7.  What indicators do 
special education 






evaluation of the 
reduction in bullying 
of and from students 
with disabilities. 
 
1. What indicators do 
you use to assess 
the effectiveness of 
your anti-bullying 
efforts specific to 
students with 
disabilities? 
2. How have your 
efforts been 
successful? 
3. What future efforts 
might you make to 
prevent and/or 
mitigate bullying of 




• District wide and 
school specific 
data  
• Data specific to 
students with 
disabilities 
• Placement data 
• PBIS data  
• Anecdotal records 











• Survey data 
• Training feedback 
forms 












Unit of Analysis 
 Yin’s (2014) third key component in case study design asks the 
researcher to define the “case” being investigated.  Merriam (2009) described 
the importance of “fencing in” the case and deliberately selecting boundaries, 
also called a bounded system.  Within this study, special education directors 
working in rural districts located in the Rocky Mountain Region were 
interviewed.  Only directors who had 3 or more years of experience within 
their role were selected.  Additionally, only directors with a background in 
special education were included in the study.  This may have included past 
experiences as a special education teacher, intervention specialist, school 
psychologist, related service provider, or social worker.   
Further boundaries were assigned to this broader bounded system.  
Specifically, additional boundaries were placed around directors working in 
small, medium and large rural districts.  The intention behind further bounding 
this case was to investigate the potential differences between these districts 
of various sizes. Small rural districts were defined as any district with fewer 
than 200 special education students.  Rural districts with between 200 and 
500 special education students were considered medium.  Large rural 
districts included those districts with over 500 special education students.   
Districts were not included if they had more than 2,000 special education 
students.  Finally, three directors from within each bounded subsystem (i.e. 




To collect data from these bounded systems, as previously noted, 
intensive interviews were employed.   Discussions followed Patton’s (2015) 
interview guide approach.   Within this method, interviews are initially 
structured with questions or topics that will be investigated, though the 
researcher takes the opportunity to probe further, explore, and spontaneously 
ask questions that are sparked throughout the conversation.   With participant 
consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed.  Due to distance and the 
need to record and archive conversations, the video conferencing platform 
ZoomÓ was utilized.  Although, video was employed during several of the 
interviews, only the audio recordings were retained.  Transcriptions were sent 
to interviewees, providing an opportunity for review and correction.  Notes 
were also taken during interviews in an attempt to guide additional questions 
or lines of inquiry, spur initial themes and direct subsequent interviews, 
support data analysis, and provide backup were the recording to have failed 
(Patton, 2015).  Finally, reflection and journaling was utilized immediately 
following each interview.  Patton (2015) emphasized the importance of post-
interview reflection stating that not to engage in such deliberation “…. is to 
seriously undermine the rigor of qualitative inquiry,” (p. 473).   Post-interview 
reflections begin the process of identifying themes and potential coding 
categories.  Such reflections also support data analysis and the development 
of study conclusions (Merriam, 2009).   
As noted previously, documents from each participating special 




Table 1, such records included policies and procedures, district faculty 
directories, records of district/school trainings, training materials, and bullying 
prevention program resources. 
Linking Data to Propositions  
In Yin’s fourth key component, data linking, case study data collected 
throughout a study is to be assembled in such a way that it reflects or tests 
the original propositions (Yin, 2014).  Merriam (2009) describes data analysis 
as the practice of answering the study’s research question or questions.  This 
study utilized Merriam’s category construction process.  Within this method, 
the researcher begins analyzing interviews and materials, as they are 
collected throughout the study.  Initially, open coding is employed.  Here the 
researcher begins creating potential categories or themes by making notes of 
initial thoughts and perceptions within the margins of the interview transcript.  
This strategy may also be utilized with documents, as they are collected 
throughout the study.  Open coding categories are continued throughout the 
interview and data collection process, the researcher comparing new material 
to past categories and themes.  Open codes are grouped, renamed, and 
combined as additional information is gathered throughout the study.  
Merriam (2009) calls this process analytical coding.  Patterns and 
consistencies among groups are sorted into categories, which are 
substantiated by various quotes, documents, and reflections.  As the 
researcher progresses, categories become more concrete and substantiated, 




activity,” (Merriam, 2009, p. 188).  It was the intent of this study to link 
categories and themes to the initial propositions model presented in figure 1.  
Through this analysis process, the component model itself was reevaluated 
and altered where needed.  Ultimately, a theory of practice was developed, 
and an outline for future research suggested.   
 To build reliability of results, data triangulation was utilized (Merriam, 
2009).  Yin (2014) emphasized that by triangulating data, researchers employ 
multiple resources and look for corroboration between them.  Additionally, by 
converging data sets and finding substantiating evidence between them, 
construct validity is strengthened (Yin, 2014).   Figure 2 demonstrates the 
triangulation employed in this case and emphasizes the stabilization in 
literature and past research. Specifically, triangulation was sought between 
intensive interviews, documents, and post interview reflection.   Findings were 






Figure 2. Triangulation of Data 
 Finally, a log or “audit trail” was employed throughout the study to 
demonstrate reliability.  Merriam (2009) described this log as a detailed report 
of the study.  It becomes the running record of data collection, researcher 
reflections, and a description of how data were analyzed.   
Criteria for Interpreting a Case  
Study’s Findings 
 
Yin’s (2014) final key component in case study design asks the 
researcher to investigate potential rival explanations of the study’s 
conclusions.  In so doing, the researcher builds strength in study results.   
Findings are reinforced when the researcher addresses and rejects rival 
interpretations.  Because it was the intent of this study to develop theory and 




consistencies and/or differences between how the directors’ responded to 
different research questions.  It was also necessary to review the adequacy of 
the model representing the data and consider any alternative models that 
might appear to better explain study results.   These two processes were 
carried out throughout the course of the data analysis.  
Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 
 All Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines and processes were 
followed and full IRB approval was obtained.  The IRB proposal, consent form 
and approval document can be found in the Appendices.  
Risk of participation in the proposed study was minimal.  Interviewees 
were assigned a pseudonym based on the size of their district, which was 
utilized in transcription and data reporting.  Although interviews were 
recorded, these recordings were only shared with the researcher and 
committee chair.  Upon completion of the study, interviews were destroyed.  
To further support anonymity, all identifiers of persons and districts were 
altered or removed from the transcript and published analysis.  Furthermore, 
policies and documents shared with the researcher were not published in full, 
so as to protect district identity.   
 Though risk in participation was minimal and all identifiers were 
removed, it is possible that readers within the interviewed region may be able 
to ascertain the district and corresponding special education director included 
in the study.  Additionally, given the topic of study (bullying and students with 




experiences with bullying.  This may, in turn, have resulted in feelings of 
anxiety, sadness, or anger.  Although the risk was minimal, in an effort to 
show appreciation for participating, interviewees received a $20 gift card.   
Summary 
It was the intention of this study to investigate the perceptions and 
actions of special education directors in preventing and mitigating bullying of 
and by students with disabilities. To explore this phenomenon, an 
epistemological social constructivist interpretative framework was employed, 
as well as a disabilities interpretative theoretical perspective.   Through this 
context a case study methodology was implemented, whereby intensive 
interviews with special education directors were conducted and supporting 
documentation was collected.  Three central propositions were studied: 
policies and procedures, personnel selection, and personnel training.    
This chapter has discussed the analysis processes that were used to 
answer the research questions and to relate the model to the research 
results. This analysis was grounded in past research and the review of 
applicable literature.  In the next chapter, the results of this work are 









 This chapter will address the findings and themes determined through 
analysis of interview transcripts and supplemental documents.   Within this 
chapter major themes that emerged in the data will be explored and 
supported through interview quotes and triangulation with available 
documents.  The following research questions drove this study: 
Q1 What do special education directors know about the nature and      
occurrence of bullying 
 
Q1a in general; 
Q1b of students with disabilities; 
Q1c by students with disabilities?  
Q2 How do special education directors assess the prevalence of 
bullying  
 
Q2a of students with disabilities;  
Q2b from students with disabilities? 
Q3 How does the IEP team address bullying? 
Q4 What policies and/or procedures have special education 
directors implemented specific to bullying 
  
Q4a of students with disabilities; 





Q5 How are personnel selection decisions impacted by candidate  
experience or knowledge of bullying prevention strategies 
specific to students with disabilities? 
 
Q6 What professional development do special education directors  
offer staff specific to bullying? 
 
Q6a of students with disabilities; 
Q6b by students with disabilities? 
Q7 What indicators do special education directors utilize to evaluate 
program effectiveness? 
 
This chapter begins with a review of the research process. Next, the 
analysis of the results and specific findings are presented within themes that 
are associated with the research questions.  The latter section includes a brief 
introduction, which outlines the organization of the discussion of the findings.   
This is followed by an analysis of the study results as they pertain to district 
size.  Recall that districts were sampled to represent three different sizes, and 
these bounded cases were examined to see if size was a factor in the 
response patterns of directors.  Finally, a chapter conclusion is provided.  
Review of Research Process 
 A total of nine intensive interviews were completed over the past nine 
months.  Interviewed special education directors all met selection criteria.  
Table 2 depicts each director’s educational background, special education 





















Small Rural  
District 1 
• Bachelor Degree 
in Special 
Education 











• Middle School Special 
Education Teacher for 
9 years 
• Preschool Special 
Education Teacher for 
8 years 
• Elementary Special 




Education Teacher for 
5 years 
• Director of ARC for 
Respite Care Program 
for 4 years 
• Junior High Special 




Small Rural  
District 2 
• Bachelor Degree 
in Elementary 
Education 
• Masters Degree 
in Special 
Education 
• Masters in 
Education 
Administration 
• Bible Teacher of 
Students with 
Disabilities 




Small Rural  
District 3 
 










3. Special Education 
Teacher at 
Department of 
Corrections for 5 
years 
4. High School Special 
Education High for 3 
years 
5. Elementary Teacher 
























Medium Rural  
District 1 








• Middle School 
Special Education 
Teacher for 1 year 
• Elementary Special 
Education Teacher 
for 1 year 
• Title 1 Teacher for 3 
years 
• High School Special 
Education Teacher 
for 1 year 
 
14 
Medium Rural  
District 2 
• EDS in School 
Psychology 
• Endorsement in 
Educational 
Administration 
• School psychologist 
for 7 years 
9 
Medium Rural  
District 3 




• Masters in 
Special Education 
• Masters in 
Educational 
Administration 




• High School At Risk 
Teacher for 6 years 
7 
 
Large Rural  
District 1 
 




• Masters in 
Educational 
Leadership 







• Special Education 
Teacher for 7 years 
• Rural School 
Elementary Principal 
for 3 years 
• Associate Principal at 
5-6th Grade Building 




Large Rural  
District 2 









• Special Education 
Teacher for 18 years 
• Junior High Principal 
for 5 years 
• High School 
Associate Principal 




















Large Rural  
District 3 
• Bachelor Degree 
in General 
Education  
• Masters in 
Special 
Education 




• Behavior Special 
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Interviews were conducted through the web conferencing platform 
Zoom or phone.  Though interviews held through Zoom were recorded, only 
the audio recordings were retained for records.  Because a handful of 
directors struggled with utilizing Zoom, a phone conversation was offered in 
replacement.  Again, these conversations were recorded and maintained for 
transcription.  Interviews ran anywhere between 45 and 106 minutes with a 
mean time of 73.2 minutes. 
Following each interview, the researcher drafted an initial reflection of 
interview outcomes and started formulating themes.  From one interview to 
the next, the researcher began framing commonalities between district 
director responses, noting similarities and differences between and among 
research questions.  Upon completion of all interviews, audio recordings were 
transcribed and uploaded to the qualitative data analysis software NVivo@.   
Within this application, transcripts were reviewed and openly coded, as a 
means to creating potential categories and themes.  After completion of this 




This process of analytical coding, supported the researcher in analyzing 
patterns and consistencies between interviewee responses.  As a result, 
categories and final themes were established (Merriam, 2009).   
Documents to support interview responses were also collected from 
district directors.  Such items shared included: discipline policies, materials 
relating to programming efforts typically associated with mitigating or 
preventing bullying, documents specific to behavior and placement, and 
student/parent handbooks.  Additionally, the researcher reviewed each 
director’s district website and downloaded all district wide anti-bullying 
policies for assessment.  When possible, discipline policies were also 
obtained, as well as a sample of parent/student handbooks from various 
schools within each district.  Documents were reviewed in an effort to 
corroborate district director responses.  Furthermore, anti-bullying policies 
were compared for common format, language and procedure.        
Analysis and Findings 
Through analysis of special education director interview transcripts and 
document reviews, several themes were uncovered.  Within this section, each 
theme will be reviewed and presented as it relates to the study’s research 
questions.   
Although subsections below generally align with research questions, 
these are not presented in the order in which they were asked of participants.  
Rather, these sub-sections have been reorganized in order to reflect how the 




responses to the problem of bullying.  Put differently, the original order of 
questioning used by the researcher failed to capture the flow of district policy 
and procedures toward bullying; and by reordering the reporting of the data 
on these questions yields a richer picture of the way the districts themselves 
responded to bullying.   
Additionally, when conducting the analysis of interview transcripts, an 
overarching theme not originally recognized when the research was 
conceptualized became predominant.  This theme, termed relationships (i.e. 
relationships between staff, parents, students, and community) is reviewed in 
detail prior to the analysis of the specific themes found within research 
questions. This is because this theme tended to permeate all other themes, 
and an understanding of its impact is essential to understanding the 
remaining, now subordinate themes.  
Given the foregoing, the new organization is as follows: Relationships; 
Policies and Procedures; Bullying Addressed In IEP Meetings and Through 
Services; Personnel Selection; Professional Development; and District 
Prevalence Data, Analysis, and Effectiveness.    
Relationships 
The major theme that was found embedded within and across all other 
policies and practices examined in this research was the forging and 
sustaining of relationships; that is, relationships between staff, parents, 
students, and community, and/or the special education directors themselves.  




times.  This theme weaves in and out of each research question, consistently 
between and within all interviews.   
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the interviewed special 
education directors all worked within rural settings serving relatively small 
total numbers of students. Because these communities are small, as 
compared to urban settings, the people within them often know each other.  In 
fact, in several cases, many have grown-up together, raised families together, 
and shared in a community building and spirit very unique to their individual 
town.  As a result, they have built relationships that span the community and 
percolate into the school district. Interviewees frequently referred to those 
relationships between and among staff, parents, students and community. 
Specifically, when addressing activities related to bullying directors continually 
mentioned empathy, inclusion, understanding and relationship longevity 
between teachers and families, as well as, reliable communication between 
staff, administrators, and parents.  All of this they saw occurring within an 
open and accepting culture that helps relationships build and be sustained 
over time.   
Within each subsection below, not only are themes presented as they 
relate to research questions, but this overarching theme of relationships is 
examined as well.  Specifically, a review of how relationships relate to, or 
impact, each theme below is explored within these subsections.  As noted 






Policies and Procedures  
(Research Question 4) 
 
 Of all 9 districts interviewed, not a single one had developed policies 
and procedures specific to bullying and students with disabilities.  Rather, all 
directors indicated that their anti-bullying policies were written with the entire 
district student population in mind as apposed to having specific policies for 
specific subgroups of students.  Additional analysis by in-depth questioning 
and individual policy review determined that all districts interviewed have a 
district wide anti-bullying policy, which, again, applies to all schools and 
students within the district.  Furthermore, all schools residing in each district 
have a student/parent handbook, several of which refer to the district wide 
anti-bullying policy.  In reviewing each district’s policy, it was noted that all of 
these documents define bullying and harassment and mandate investigation 
when a report of bullying is submitted (either verbally or in writing).  Many 
schools within these districts also have specific progressive disciplinary steps 
that are outlined for occurrences of bullying or harassment.  All district 
policies employed very similar or identical language, suggesting that these 
districts may have utilized the documents of others within their region or at the 
state level when developing these policies. 
 Analysis of interview transcripts demonstrated a common theme 
relating to policy implementation.  While these policies are in place and 
posted online for public access, they are often not utilized consistently in the 
event that bullying occurs.  Rather, several of the district directors indicated 




personal judgment and self selected steps to deal with reports of bullying.  
For example, Small Rural District 2 noted, “…the teachers tend to handle it, or 
the staff itself. Once in a while a kid will get sent to the office.  Usually they’ll 
get a talking to from the principal.”  Small Rural District 3 stated,  
I’m not going to lie to you and tell you I turn to the policy every time 
something happens. If someone does, I’d be amazed. To me, a lot of 
that, you take care of it with common sense, and most of the time it 
can be taken care of. I think sometimes you just jump on a policy and 
do whatever it says…there’s a lot of gray areas in so many things, I 
don’t think it can be black or white. 
 
Large Rural District 2 explained, “Policy shmolicy (sic), I did what I thought 
was right…you fall back on policy when you want to.  When you get in 
trouble.” Small Rural District 1 noted, “It would just be building-level, how 
each principal handles each individual situation….”  
 When district directors did reference policy documents regarding an 
act of bullying, they remained flexible in their application of the guidelines.   
Usually we would move that along a progression. It would start off with 
maybe they do lunch detentions depending on the severity. It could 
start with that.  It could start with in-school, out-of-school suspension 
right away, depending on what they did. Then obviously it would keep 
going. We may have them talk with the counselor and we do a lot of 
peer groups as well (Small Rural District 3).   
 
Small Rural District 3 also noted, “If they saw it, the teacher would take care 
of it, try to do it on that level.” When asked about implementation and if 
policies are followed or if they “just sit on the shelf”, Rural District Medium 2 
stated, “I’d say it’s in the middle of the two. We’re talking about it, we’ve had 
these situations, we’ve addressed it. So you obviously know that we’re 




the policy, directors and school staff may have analyzed the situation and 
made decisions based on the policy guidelines, but ultimately they responded 
to the situation in the way they felt best addressed the unique circumstances 
presented.  
It is important to note that one director did indicate that policies were 
systematically followed.  Medium Rural District 3 explained, “Our first offense 
is 3 days of out of school suspension, referral to counseling, and then we 
…refer to law enforcement and restitution in our first instance of bullying.” It 
was clear during the interview with this director that his has specific steps that 
are taken when it is determined that a student is engaging in bullying or 
harassment behaviors.  Again, this was unique solely to this particular district 
and ran counter to the responses recorded by all other district directors 
interviewed.   
In sum, not a single district had developed anti-bullying policies 
specific to students with disabilities.  That said, however, all districts within 
this study have adopted district wide anti-bullying policies, which apply to the 
entire district student population. Schools within the district likewise maintain 
student/parent handbooks, which often refer to the district wide anti-bullying 
policy.  Progressive disciplinary policies are also routinely in place.  Despite 
these district wide and school specific policies, analyses of interviews 
indicated that all but one of the participating districts frequently chose not to 




One may question why the majority of these districts are not 
systematically implementing their own anti-bullying policies.  Although one 
director (Medium Rural District 2) theorized a lack of professional 
development and another director (Large Rural District 1) hypothesized 
naivety, analysis of interview transcripts suggests the overarching theme 
relationships is dramatically impacting these actions.  Interviewed directors 
indicated that with solid relationships between families and students, 
administrators and teachers can be trusted to make decisions in the best 
interest of the situation rather than simply based on a black and white policy.  
Small Rural District 3 gave an example.  
But if you’re sitting there and you know the kid, and they say, ‘I was in 
the hall and you talked to that student’ and then the parent says, ‘Wow 
this person is really involved.’ And you remember that time when you 
were in the hall…so you can actually give them specific examples….I 
think it just lends itself to parents taking what you’re doing a little more 
seriously when you can throw out concrete examples of being there 
with their kid...   
 
Small Rural District 2 noted,  
And families, they are definitely included, to the extent they can  
[be]…honestly the principal…[has] the ultimate say, but they usually 
work with the families. Even with the in-school suspension, honestly, 
the families understand and are agreeable, frankly, if it comes to that.  
 
In relation to issues that arise, Small Rural District 2 also noted, “To be quite 
honest, if there’s a concern, we’re gonna know about it that day, within 5 
minutes. Frankly too, if there’s any issues, if we call a parent, our 
[community’s] employees are just able to leave their place of business within 




Large Rural District 2 provided an example of how he might address 
bullying or a misbehaving student in his building.  
…there’s always, standing in the hallway as a principal. And you kind 
of give the kid the motion to ‘come here’ and you look him right in the 
eye and stand shoulder to shoulder with him or her and you just say, 
‘How’s it going?’ and you usually get more out of kid when you’re just 
leaning against the wall, side by side then you get when you look em in 
the eye. Kind of like taking your teenager out for a drive. 
 
In the event a student with a disability is being bullied, Medium Rural 
District 1 explained that,  
If there’s a continual behavior problem we’re going to see what’s going 
on and I would hope that as a partnership [I would visit] with that 
building principal and say this student is victimizing our student with a 
disability. What else needs to be done to bridge the gap?   
 
This example nicely demonstrates the relationship not only between families, 
as demonstrated above, but between district staff as well.  Rather than jump 
into policy and threaten consequences when a student with a disability is 
being bullied, this director chooses to work collaboratively with the building 
administrator in an effort to mitigate the issue.   
To reiterate and summarize this section, despite the adoption of district 
wide anti-bullying policies and progressive disciplinary procedures, the 
special education directors in these districts indicated that they are not 
systematically following or employing these guidelines.  Instead, they remain 
flexible in their responses to bullying, making decisions based on the unique 
situations at hand.  It can be argued that these decisions are impacted by the 
culture of relationships that has developed within these districts and 




relationships between staff, families, students and the community at large.  It 
is with this backbone of rapport, support and connection that these special 
education directors openly expressed their unstructured, sometimes flippant 
utilization of district policies. 
Bullying Addressed in IEP  
Meetings and Through  
Services (Research  
Question 3) 
 
 A common theme in how districts addressed bullying of or by students 
with disabilities was in their use of proactive meetings and collaborations.  
This could include IEP team meetings, problem solving meetings, impromptu 
meetings between staff and/or family members, or administrative efforts.  
Additionally, results from these meetings or discussions may directly alter IEP 
programing and/or services to better support the student being bullied or 
bullying others.   
Analysis of interview transcripts indicated that although not all districts 
have needed to reconvene an IEP teams specifically for incidents of bullying, 
directors all reported that if an incident was severe enough, they would gather 
IEP members and discuss potential changes to programming and/or services.  
When asked specifically about reconvening the IEP team, Medium Rural 
District 1 reported, “Sure, if I know the student or I hear from the case 
manager that this is definitely an ongoing concern, we’ll call a meeting 
immediately.” Large Rural District 3 stated, “I think that [reconvening the IEP 
team] would happen in most cases that I’m familiar with.”  Medium Rural 




have to. We pull that IEP team back together and figure out what we’re going 
to do for either the student, the bully or the victim.”  Medium Rural District 3 
had similar thoughts.   
…We’ll convene an IEP meeting and get all the players at the table and 
talk through [the issue]. And then we’ll look into staffing and support for 
that student, [and] scaffold whatever they need. Everybody’s at the table 
to agree on a plan.   
 
Again, although not all districts interviewed have been in a situation where 
reconvening the IEP team was necessary, all agreed that they would do so in 
the event that the situation demonstrated the need.    
Several of the directors explained that they often “meet on the fly” or in 
problem solving or child study committee (CSC) meetings in order to address 
issues in an efficient and proactive manner.  Decisions made in this context 
may or may not result in the reconvening of the IEP team and/or program 
alterations.  When asked about these proactive measures, Large Rural 
District 1 responded, 
It's called a CSC meeting, and what it does is it provides an opportunity 
for our teams to get together without formulating a formal IEP. So we 
don't have to have all the necessary IEP team members there, but it's 
just to touch base. We do those sometimes with or without partners. If 
it's something that we feel is important enough that we want parents to 
be involved, then we get them together. Maybe it's just a matter of we 
want to review all the accommodations and make sure they're 
appropriate for that kid, then we bring the team, all the team members 
together, the case manager the administrator and we'll discuss that 
together...  
 
Similarly, Small Rural District 1 reported,  
We’ve filed steady problem solving meetings, those meetings result in 
something that might require an IEP amendment like a change to a 
behavior, those internal, more temporary situational problem solving 




those meetings, the parents. So we don’t consider those an IEP 
meeting, those are just a child study meeting. Sometimes the notes 
from that meeting are attached to an IEP, but not an actual annual IEP 
(Small Rural District 1). 
 
Small Rural District 2 explained, “[Our staff are] so close, they usually can just 
trot down the hallway and seek out the classroom teacher. Or again, the 
parent will come in late after school or whatever. They just do, it’s like an 
informal IEP.”  
During the discussion of this topic, Medium Rural District 2 began 
relaying a story about two students with disabilities, who were bullying each 
other.  A lateral placement change was made for one of the student’s, so as 
to replicate the services being provided, yet separate the two children.  When 
asked if the IEP team had reconvened when discussing the student who had 
not been shifted, Medium Rural District 2 responded, “No. We met with the 
parents. Nothing was within the IEP team. I was there, as the director. But we 
didn’t call a whole IEP together because we weren’t changing anything. We 
just brought relevant people together.”  Finally, in response to a bullying 
situation, Large Rural District 2 stated, “I would say more often than not we’d 
probably handle it administratively.  
Overall, interview responses indicate that although these districts are 
not routinely pulling the IEP team back together in order to deal with issues of 
bullying of or by students with disabilities, they are responding to and 
proactively dealing with such issues.  This may be through problem solving 




administrative efforts.  Importantly, however, they report that they do (or 
would) reconvene IEP teams to address serious concerns of bullying. 
 All district directors explained that in the event a bullying issue (either 
by or of the student with a disability) warranted an IEP meeting or 
programming discussion, the team would consider making necessary 
alterations to the IEP.  Examples of potential services added include 
counseling, mental health services with transportation, support from the 
school social worker, social skill training, parental support, and lateral 
placement moves.  IEP teams may also conduct functional behavior 
assessments (FBA) and develop or reassess the child’s behavior intervention 
plan (BIP).   
…We do a lot of FBAs, a functional behavior assessment, in our 
district, and see the function of that behavior and really get down to the 
root cause of what needs aren’t being met. Where is that behavior 
coming from? [Then we] do a behavior improvement plan to adjust that 
(Medium Rural District 3).  
 
 In extreme cases it was reported by two of the district directors that 
IEP teams may alter the child in question’s placement to a more restrictive 
setting.  Small Rural District 2 explained,  
I have rare behavior kids. Pretty much, most things have been 
exhausted with our severe kiddos. Honestly, they usually will get 
residentially placed… cuz they go home if they’re really a kid who 
struggles with behavior, and just cannot keep it together. Cuz we’re so 
small, most of the time, the staff has done all they can do.   
 
Large Rural District 1 reported 
If you're the bully and that’s getting to be in the way and you're always 
in trouble for doing those things, you may need to attend a behavior 
program, and so that's consequences of your actions, and we hope 




home school or the general setting, but until then you're impeding your 
learning and that of others.”  Directors in these situations reiterated 
that these are extreme cases and progressive decisions.  
 
 As noted in Chapter Two, litigation specific to the bullying of or by 
students with disabilities is a concern for all districts throughout the country. It 
is important to recognize that despite the potential risks districts face when 
failing to address bullying of and/or by students with disabilities (i.e. the failure 
to meet FAPE obligations and potential litigation) only two district directors 
interviewed mentioned this potential consequence and the litigious nature of 
this topic (Lhamon, 2014; Musgrove, 2013; Cantu & Heumann, 2000).  Both 
Large Rural District 1 and Medium Rural District 2 specifically mentioned 
these issues. Medium Rural District 2 almost immediately started discussing 
this topic stating, “I know that’s become a hot topic that we really need to look 
out for.” This director additionally seemed to recognize the need to be 
informed as a special education director when potential issues arise.   
But they’re [administrators] not always in tune to all those intricate 
details of saying hey we have to careful with that. I’m always saying, 
oh god why didn’t you guys call me, how did that one not get to my 
desk but I didn’t know, I only know what I’m told. And it’s a 
communication breakdown. And they’re just handling it, they’re doing 
the best they can.   
 
This director also stressed the importance of documentation and action. “I’ve 
had to say guys, you better have done something and documented [it]. Cuz 
these other kids…we need to show that we’ve done something” (Medium 
Rural District 2).  Large Rural District 1 also seemed to recognize the gravity 




Regarding your research this is a very hot topic right now in litigation, 
so districts have got to be on top of it. You cannot take any of this 
lightly and that’s what we try to do. Again, as I said earlier, I can 
promise you I'm going to act on it. We're going to meet with those 
students. We're going to drop the hammer on them. We're going to 
meet with parents and all that, but I can't guarantee that it's going to 
stop, unfortunately. 
 
 It could be speculated that districts within this region remain unaware 
of the serious nature of this topic.  Large Rural District 1 seemed to believe 
that this is the case. “I think we’re still naïve, we choose to be.”  
In sum, despite the fact that these interviewed districts may not be (a) 
consistently reconvening the IEP team when students with disabilities are 
being bullied or engaging in bullying behaviors or (b) consciously recognizing 
the potential litigious issues associated with this topic, they are proactively 
addressing bullying either through problem solving teams, staff and/or family 
collaborations, and administrative efforts.  Additionally, reconvening the IEP 
team and altering IEP programming when necessary is always an option.  In 
extreme cases, a student’s placement may be altered to a more restrictive 
setting.    
 When the researcher analyzed interview transcripts specific to this 
research question, the relationships theme was found embedded throughout. 
Directors discussed relationships between home and school, as well as 
collaborative efforts between staff members. Medium Rural District 1 stated, 
“And sometimes there’s definitely ongoing support for parents…So that’s 
sometimes kind of a parallel, between this is what we’re trying to do at school, 




[teachers] are in constant contact with the parents, some of them daily. But all 
of them, I would say, weekly. So usually honestly, parents express those kind 
of concerns way before we ever get to an IEP.” Small Rural District 3 
expressed,  
We do talk about behavior a lot at IEP meetings, so the parents are 
aware, the principals would call home too. That’s kind of our whole 
premise is to not have it be [a] huge surprise if the student is exhibiting 
some behaviors. [In these events] teachers are calling home, and 
parents are getting told that, the principal is following up on it, and in 
meetings we get the teachers…and myself, and we talk about it.   
 
Large Rural District 1 demonstrated how he and his staff work 
collaboratively together. “Now, we had one IEP meeting, but we met all those 
other times because behaviors were not getting better. We get back together 
and we say, what can we do differently? What other services [can we offer]?”  
Directors made it clear that the relationships between parents, staff, 
administrators, and student make it possible to be proactive and judicious 
when concerns regarding bullying and students with disabilities require team 
meetings or collaboration. 
 Summarizing this section on IEP’s and services in relation to bullying, 
interviewed special education directors may not be reconvening IEP teams 
when an issue of bullying occurs; however, in extreme or serious cases, the 
IEP team may be brought back together.  When the IEP team is not 
reconvening, districts employ problem solving meetings, impromptu meetings 
between staff and/or parents and administrative efforts.  Importantly, 
throughout these processes there is the utilization and reliance on 




indicates that these relationships are critical in proactively and successfully 
mitigating these issues.  As shared above, staff are meeting regularly to 
discuss and attend to potential and current bullying issues.  Additionally, staff 
communicate regularly with parents and call meetings “on the fly” when 
bullying issues materialize.  It is indicated that this support, collaboration, and 
close relationships between staff and families are critical in the judicious and 
proactive response to bullying of or by students with disabilities.  
Personnel Selection (Research  
Question 5) 
 
 The interview results indicated that while district special education 
directors do not generally hire personnel based on their knowledge of, or skill 
in preventing and/or mitigating the bullying of or by students with disabilities, 
they do look for specific skills that may positively impact bullying within their 
districts.   As determined by interview transcript analysis, directors actively 
hire personnel based on their ability to connect with students and families, 
their strong and consistent communication skills, their desire to proactively 
address problems, and their collaboration with fellow staff members and 
families.  Large Rural District 1 reflected on the attributes he looks for when 
hiring personnel: 
Well they’re team members, they’re positive, I think that’s important 
they want to be taught some of the things they’re doing. I think they 
can be shaped into what we’re doing, the practices and procedures. I 
think that they exemplify what a role model should be in terms of kids 
like being around them. And adults like being around them. So if they 
have those qualities, they’re most likely not going to be…willing to 
accept anything in their classroom either. So if they’re exemplifying 
those behaviors, they’re not going to tolerate bullying in their class, cuz 




want to have good people around them, and teach young people how 
to be a good person. 
 
Medium Rural District 2 highlighted his preferences.  “So knowledge of what 
bullying is and is not…I like to know that they want to communicate with 
families, and talk with the students…” Small Rural District 3 explained the 
importance of hiring people who will intervene when necessary and can forge 
relationships with students.  “I think it’s twofold…We talked earlier about 
someone who will intervene and take care of it, that has those people skills, 
and relationships with kids, and will go ahead and have a genuine 
conversation with them.”  Large Rural District 3 similarly stressed the 
importance of student and staff relationships. “It’s really about people who are 
able to establish relationships with students. So they can teach them not just 
the academics, but skills of living in our society, productively and positively.” 
Perhaps put most simply, Large Rural District 2 stated, “They just have that 
knack where they treat people right.” 
 Although the majority of districts do not ask specifically about bullying, 
one district director did explain that he poses one question to query interview 
candidates about this topic in relation to students with disabilities.  Small 
Rural District 3 clarified,  
That’s something that we actually have a question on our interview 
form for teachers and parents.  What would you do if you saw some 
kids, or teachers (it could be adults as well) in the teachers’ lounge 
talking about maybe a students’ disability, or kind of putting them 
down?   
 
When asked what the district hopes to hear in response to this questions, 




We look for a person that’s going to be proactive and take care of the 
situation, and not just turn a blind eye. You’ll have people that do that 
too.  But we’re looking for people who won’t because that will eliminate 
a lot of these problems where you’re talking about needing policies and 
having to deal with them, and IEP meetings, and all that sort of stuff, if 
they’re just addressed right there in the hallway… 
 
Along with questions such as the above that focused on problem 
solving, communication, and family connections, most of the special 
education directors also reported asking questions about behavior 
management, or they looked purposely for educators who fully understood 
how best to address behavior concerns.  For example Medium Rural District 2 
stated, “We ask a lot of questions about behavior and handling it, and what 
would you do in [a given] scenario.”  Medium Rural District 3 stated, “We have 
a hard time getting special ed teachers sometimes, especially behavior 
teachers.”  Small Rural District 3 reported,  
For years there’s almost always a question in regards to…how would 
you handle a difficult situation behavior-wise? That kind of question. 
That’s always, I would say, at least a piece of an interview [or] 
something similar to that. Basically [we want to know about] student 
management [and] behavior [management].  
 
 Summarizing, it does not appear that the majority of districts 
specifically look at skills regarding the mitigation and prevention of bullying.  
They do, however, report placing high emphasis on interview candidates’ 
interpersonal skills, ability to connect with students, fellow staff members, and 
families, competence in clear and effective communication, proactive 
measures in preventing or dealing with student concerns, and a desire to 
collaborate with staff and families.  Districts additionally inquire about 




concerns effectively.  It was recognized that these “behavior concerns” may 
actually be concerns of bullying.     
Once again, the overarching relationships theme interweaves itself 
within interviewee responses.  In analyzing interview reports, an alignment 
between the importance these districts have placed on forging and utilizing 
relationships and the hiring of high quality personnel who will exemplify these 
skills emerges.  As seen in district transcription above, when asked about 
personnel skills, directors referred to candidates with “people skills”, an ability 
to create “relationships with kids”, the desire to “treat people right”, the ability 
to “establish relationships with students,” the aptitude to “communicate with 
families and talk with…students”, and the desire “to have good people around 
them, and teach young people how to be a good person.”   This emphasis on 
hiring candidates with the ability to connect with fellow colleagues, families 
and students demonstrate a desire to hire staff who will support the 
connected and accepting culture these districts have created.  
Professional Development  
(Research Question 6) 
 
 Analysis of transcripts and program documents indicate that the 
majority of interviewed special education directors are not providing specific 
training and/or professional development specific to students with disabilities 
and bullying.  “It’s more general for everybody. Nothing specific to students 
with disabilities. All is all” (Small Rural District 1).  Most directors, however, 
indicated that staff are trained on district policies each year, which includes 




We actually do policies during back to school each year. [The bullying 
policy is] one of the policies that we’re required as administrators to go 
through with our staff. We are also required to do the Jason Flatack, 
the suicide/bullying…training… So everyone in the district, custodians, 
no matter who you are, you gotta take those (Small Rural District 3).   
 
Medium Rural District 2 shared, “Staff… get training on bullying periodically.  
They’re informed of the policy to report bullying when it happens, the process 
of investigation, [and] that every claim needs to be investigated to see if it is 
[bullying].” 
 Directors also shared that more general anti-bullying, anti-violence and 
other similar trainings have been offered to staff.  Both general and special 
education teachers attended these events.  Additionally, some districts have 
provided training specific for parents regarding these issues.  Again, these 
trainings are not necessarily tailored to students with disabilities, but they do 
address anti-bullying efforts.  Medium Rural District 1 explained:  
We did a bullying workshop two Septembers ago. We offer 
workshop(s) to parents. We don’t go specifically over every policy, but 
we try to offer something at least once a year on how to help your 
child. Bullying [was chosen] because that was a hot topic a couple year 
ago. I think we did it 2 years in a row. 
 
Small Rural District 1 also discussed trainings offered to staff, parents 
and students regarding anti-bullying efforts: 
We have had a professional development for bullying specifically. And 
that presenter met with all the students too. I think that just happened 
last year. [It was]…about the 3 different types of bullying. We’ve all 
been taught what to look for and how to handle it. We had someone 
come in and…[meet] with the staff…[We] had an evening session with 
the parents. And during the day [we] met with the students, went to 
each building and talked about the different kinds [of bullying]. [We did] 
roleplaying with the students. He did a really neat job at all three levels. 
I got bounced around a lot and saw the presentation at the high school, 





When reviewing transcripts regarding these professional developments 
and training opportunities, it became apparent that all districts employed 
programs that directly or indirectly supported anti-bullying efforts.  It is 
important to note that the programs selected were not tailored for students 
with disabilities specifically, however, they were generally implemented 
school wide.  
In reviewing programs mentioned, interviews indicated that nearly all 
districts are utilizing Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 
within their schools.  Others have employed Second Step, Boys Town, 
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program, Restorative Justice and Character 
Counts. Small Rural District 2 had spent a great deal of time employing The 
Leader in Me, a program based on Steven Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People.   
Within each program employed, teachers received training, as did 
other staff members, students, and often parents.  Medium Rural District 3 
mentioned, “The first baseline that we have is PBIS, so we put those kids in a 
tier one. Everybody gets training in acceptable social behavior.”  Medium 
Rural District 1 emphasized, “All of our schools [have done PBIS training].  
Small Rural District 3 explained, “Ya know, we do a lot with character counts 
and things like that. We do that pre-training to try to get students accepting of 
the differences, and to understand that not everyone’s going to be the same.”  




We’ve got an Olweus program in our middle school. Basically, if you 
see somebody getting bullied [you learn] to stand in and be a defender, 
not to just sit back and let that stuff go on. Just people standing up and 
being vocal about that kind of thing. So we do a lot of pre-training and 
train the kids from early on that is not acceptable.  
 
Additionally, Medium Rural District 1 shared, 
 
And then we did the Steps to Success in the middle school and they’ve 
been doing that in their advisory group. It’s more violence prevention, 
which also has that bullying and empathy piece. I think that’s 
something that’s offered to all students on a consistent basis in every 
elementary school [and] middle school. So they’ve gone through that 
background with a trained professional. 
 
It is important to note that while these programs are not tailored for 
students with disabilities specifically, a small number of interviewed districts 
reported utilizing individualized instruction and supports to deliver this 
curriculum.  For example, Medium Rural District 1 offered, 
We try to include them [students with significant needs], especially in 
the elementary because it’s more interactive. That’s a time they can be 
included…during that counseling support time. If not we might have to 
gear it down a little bit and go more into social stories and 
conversations. Because it is a lot of information they present in 30 
minutes. But I have seen in classes [where] they’ve broken [instruction] 
down a little more. Maybe the coloring page or whatever it is, and 
they’re talking about what they see in the picture. Or using a 
communication device... 
 
Large Rural District 3 explained, “…Most of the time they’re included with 
their general ed classroom peers for those types of activities. Sometimes 
there’s additional adult support with them.” 
 Of note, a few of the directors admitted that while some students with 
severe or cognitive disabilities are participating in whole school programs, this 
is not always the case.  When asked specifically if students with high level 




Rural District 1 responded, “They don’t have a large amount of students that 
are self-contained in their middle school so last year it was like 3 students. I 
want to say 2 of them were in there as much as possible, but I’m not sure all 
three. I would guess not.” Large Rural District 1 explained,  
They do not [participate]. They receive social skills whether it be with a 
counselor or whether it be with a special education staff. Those 
students are receiving social skills throughout the day, so that 
instruction really looks a little different.   
 
Finally, when Large Rural District 2 was asked if students with significant 
disabilities were included in the general anti-bullying curriculum, he 
responded, “Probably not severe, but our mild [are included].” 
 A secondary theme that evolved within this realm was the focus most 
of these districts have placed on anti-violence and active shooter training.  
Though, as mentioned in previous chapters, school shootings and other 
violent acts have not been directly correlated with bullying, students engaging 
in these violent behaviors have almost always engaged in bullying and/or 
been victims of bullying (Klein, 2012).  Interviewed directors were savvy to 
this information and recognized the extreme risk faced when bullying is not 
adequately addressed. Large Rural District 1 stated: 
We also did a full day training on school safety. Just because of all the 
school shootings and those things that go on. It’s never a bad thing to 
review. We get the scenarios, some round table talk and exercises with 
our local PD at each building, and really talked about what would you 
do in those instances? But it also generated dialogue with us on the 
need to connect with our students. 
 
Medium Rural District 2 explained,  
We’re doing a safety training here in the next week that all employees 




don’t know if you’ve heard of the program, I Love You Guys. It’s 
basically about a school shooting on the topic of bullying, harassment 
[and] those kind of things.  
 
Small Rural District 3 shared, 
 
We do that…We actually had a…group out of Colorado called Tact 
One…With the Tact One, the guy would actually come in and he’d 
bring a young kid with him. He turned actual 9mm handguns into 
paintball guns. And he actually had one of the secretaries…taken 
hostage in a room. 
 
Small Rural District 1 reported, “And then last year we did the ALICE training 
the active shooter training, which is not necessarily bullying, but some of the 
students become active shooters feel like they were being bullied or 
marginalized in some way. 
Finally, it is important to recognize that despite the fact that most of the 
training and programming discussed and mentioned above was designed and 
provided for all students, every director interviewed felt specific and targeted 
training addressing the bullying of and by students with disabilities is 
warranted.  In fact, it should be recognized that three of the directors did 
discuss specific training for staff regarding students with disabilities that they 
had either sent staff too or were planning to provide.  Specifically, Small Rural 
District 3 noted, “Yea we did, we just went to one, the Students Who Are 
Wired Differently. We just did that, they had…one guy I want to bring in and 
have him start off my school year.” Large Rural District 3 had participated in a 
specific special education anti-bullying training and was planning to share his 
findings with his staff: 
I’ve got a webinar that I’ve been saving.  The title of it is Identify and 




presented by Jocelyn B. Kramer…But it’s hard to find time to get 
people together to do these things. I’ve tried to watch and learn and 
listen to see what I can pick up. [I’ll] see if I can pick up the audio to 
share with teachers (Large Rural District 3). 
 
Large Rural District 1 had placed an emphasis on students with social 
emotional disabilities: 
We have spent the past 5 years training our staff in one building on 
how to manage students with emotional disabilities because for the 
longest time they didn’t want them in the class. Why would you want 
these kids in your class? They’re completely disruptive. They put you 
at risk at times. They put other kids at risk. So really developing that 
care and that empathy for that kid deserves to be in there. You could 
be the one person that really impacts that child. In a way that makes 
them be positive, all of those things (Large Rural District 1). 
 
 When asked about the importance of providing specific and targeted 
training to staff regarding students with disabilities and bullying, Medium Rural 
District 1 responded, 
I think overall training is always good because then the message is 
delivered to all and everybody needs to be aware of it…But I”m 
thinking special ed, not just staff, probably need to understand about 
disabilities, but also about how they can help and support a student 
that’s struggling with that [bullying]. 
 
Given the same question, Small Rural District 3 shared, “Yea…there could 
potentially be something like that for sure” and Large Rural District 3 
responded, “I do think it’s necessary and needed.”  Large Rural District 2 also 
felt such training was warranted. “Ya know, I think there is. I never really 
thought about it until talking with you. There is that natural imbalance, 
because of cognitive or emotional disability that lends itself, by definition, to 
basically be… bullied,” (Large Rural District 2).  Large Rural District 1 had 




Yes. I think we have to educate our general ed population of students 
with Autism. We have to educate them on students with 
social/emotional disabilities. Those are hidden disabilities, and when 
those students come in their class they may not see them right away. 
To me it’s easy to educate them on how to treat someone in a 
wheelchair, or how to treat someone who has a disfigurement or an 
orthopedic impairment of some kind, or they’re blind. I think it’s easy to 
teach people we have to be aware of that, we have to be emphatic not 
sympathetic, all of those things.  Working with families on [how] they 
can communicate with your child’s class on your child’s autism. 
There’s times he’s gonna act out. We need to be working with him and 
not against him. Same with social/emotional disabilities… That’s really 
where, I do think [we need specific training], those 2 areas. We’ve 
gotta educate both families, and students, and staff on those areas.  
 
 Summarizing what has been covered so far, analysis of the interview 
transcripts and supporting professional development documents indicated 
that districts are providing training and professional development 
opportunities for staff, parents and students specific to bullying policies and 
anti-bullying efforts.  These trainings, however, typically have not addressed 
the unique aspects of bullying of or by students with disabilities.  Additionally, 
districts have adopted programs that either directly or indirectly encourage 
anti-bullying efforts, and trainings specific to these programs have been 
provided for staff, parents, and students.  While the majority of students with 
disabilities are participating in these programs with and without individualized 
instruction and supports, this is not always the case for students with 
significant disabilities.   Finally, while district directors are not consistently 
providing training and professional development opportunities for staff specific 
to students with disabilities and bullying, three of the nine districts interviewed 




interviewed believed that such trainings and professional development are 
needed.   
Once again, embedded within this area of professional development 
and training arises the relationship theme. Interviewed directors consistently 
remarked on the importance of teaching empathy, understanding, and 
acceptance.  Trainings and programs utilized within these districts very much 
encompass these attributes and encourage the development of a connected 
and supported culture within the school district.  Several of the comments 
presented above demonstrate this overarching theme.  
“...Staff probably need to understand about disabilities, but also about 
how they can help and support a student that’s struggling with that [bullying]” 
(Medium Rural District 1).  Large Rural District 1 emphasized the need to 
develop “care and empathy” and “to connect with…students.” Small Rural 
District 3 stressed the importance of creating a school community where 
students support and stand-up for one another. “Basically, if you see 
somebody getting bullied [you learn] to stand in and be a defender, not to just 
sit back and let that stuff go on” (Small Rural District 3).  Medium Rural 
District 1 shared the ways in which she develops relationships between the 
district and local community.  “It was kind of a community workshop that we 
offered two separate years. Everybody was invited, specifically parents but 
that was for everyone.”  In an effort to develop empathy and acceptance 
Small Rural District 3 shared, “We do that pre-training to try to get students 




be the same.”  Large Rural District 3 shared how they encourage inclusion of 
all students.  “…Most of the time they’re included with their general ed 
classroom peers for those types of activities.”  
To reiterate and summarize, training and programs addressing bullying 
for the most part address the broader student population and not just students 
with disabilities; nevertheless, the special education directors were aware of 
the importance of considering the particular bullying needs of this group of 
students, and some directors have reached out and begun to consider 
specific training efforts in this area.  However, again, the overarching theme 
of relationships seems to be embedded firmly within each district, as 
interviewed directors made it clear that professional development and 
trainings are not only about the development of knowledge, but largely about 
creating strong relationships between staff, students, families and the 
community.  It is possible, therefore, that the program and policies within each 
district simply provide a means to encourage and develop a culture of 
acceptance, inclusion, and understanding.  
District Prevalence Data  
and Analysis (Research  
Questions 1, 2 & 7) 
 
The study results indicated a common theme: None of the special 
education directors interviewed ever analyzed prevalence data specific to 
patterns of bullying related to students with disabilities.  Although each district 
does collect data on some level that would indicate the prevalence of bullying 




percentage or rate of students with disabilities engaging in acts of bullying or 
being bullied.  When asked about the collection and analysis of prevalence 
data specific to students with disabilities, Large Rural District 2 responded, 
“Ya know, we used that Olweus questionnaire and I don’t know if there’s any 
place on that that says I’m disabled, or anything. So I think it’s mostly all 
students.”  Medium Rural District 1 admitted, “I don’t have the data on that. I 
bet it’s available on Infinite Campus but I haven’t disaggregated that data to 
see the number…. I think our data’s there, it would just be taking a vested 
interest in it and pulling it down.”  Small Rural District 3 reflect, “We don’t 
typically do like a count to say how many students were bullied or not bullied.”  
Perhaps answered with most simplicity, Medium Rural District 2 stated, “I 
haven’t done that…”  
Further analysis of interview transcripts revealed that although these 
special education directors did not rely on quantitative figures or numeric 
values regarding number of students with disabilities being bullied or 
engaging in bullying behaviors, they did rely on data derived from discussions 
with personnel within the district, emails, phone conversations, district wide 
reports (e.g. Climate reports), post IEP surveys of parents, and behavior 
referrals in order to asses issues or occurrences of bullying.   The district 
director, Medium Rural District 1 shared, “I have a parent and district 
manager, he also will report to me if there’s been an issue in an IEP meeting 
or if a parent’s contacted him.”  When referring to specific reports, she 




they’re a victim or an offender, if it’s just an ongoing concern. Maybe a 
principal has visited with me.”  This director further reported,  
One of the things we ask our parents for is at their IEP meeting every 
year we talk about specific concerns, what are the strengths or if there 
are any concerns, so the red flag is gonna be there at that, the annual 
meeting…  
 
Small Rural District 1 described the use of teaming in order to learn about 
specific acts of bullying:  
[At] the high school… the last thing in the agenda is something called 
‘student concerns’ so that’s where those kind of things get addressed. 
[At] the elementary and middle school, they have again their own staff 
meetings. They go over data, but they also just include student 
concerns (Small Rural District 1).  
 
Large Rural District 1 mentioned the use of post IEP surveys along 
with his commitment to being present in all of the district schools as a means 
to help assess incidents of bullying:   
We do send a survey to every parent after every IEP meeting… so that 
gives them an additional opportunity if they did have concerns about, 
say bullying, that they could share but really, it's more on just my 
presence in buildings and meetings and knowing…your students and 
what issues are coming up (Large Rural District 1). 
 
Assessing one’s climate and maintaining open and frequent communication 
also supports Large Rural District 1’s analysis. “Your climate’s gonna tell you 
if you’re making an impact. I keep very close in touch with our Parent 
Advocate. I have frequent conversation with her just doing touch bases just to 
see what’s going on” (Large Rural District 1).  Medium Rural District 3 
mentioned the use of office referrals in assessing prevalence.  “Well across 




Referrals, and PBIS system” (Medium Rural District 3).  This director further 
stated: 
From my perspective, I would say the buildings look at their 636 
bullying and incident reports and compare those from year to year, 
holistically. I would say the bigger thing that we do, that we do a lot of 
in our district, is culture surveys and atmosphere surveys among 
teachers and the parents. 
 
Interestingly, Medium Rural District 2 referenced an assessment in which he 
has never been provided access.  He shared, “The only thing we do, kid-wise, 
and I’ve never seen the results shared with me, is the Youth Risk Survey.”  
Finally, Small Rural District 3 explained that that he utilizes informal 
observations to monitor bullying of or by students with disabilities in his 
district. “From my standpoint it’s those behavior items. Are we seeing a lot of 
kids in the office for bullying,” (Small Rural District 3)? 
Of note, one district (Large Rural District 3) has spent this past school 
year collecting disability specific data regarding acts of bullying and 
victimization.  His plan is to review these data over the following summer 
break in an effort to determine prevalence numbers and assess the bullying 
phenomena of students with disabilities within his district.   Although he could 
not speak to a specific prevalence number at the time of his interview, it was 
clear that he was actively seeking this data.   
So all of those investigations that are taking place at school levels are 
then sent to our district office. My hope is at the end of this school 
year, I’ll be able to look at those and get a good feel for what’s been 
going on with students with disabilities (Large Rural District 3).   
 
Additionally, a few districts indicated that while this information has not been 




discussion of prevalence data within their interview, these districts (among a 
few others who did not have easily accessible data) suggested that a review 
of such numbers was warranted. Medium Rural District 1 seemed confident 
that her data was accessible in the event she wanted to access it.  “I think our 
data’s there, it would just be taking a vested interest in it and pulling it down. I 
think it would be interesting to see where we’re at with it” (Medium Rural 
District 1).  Medium Rural District 2 indicated that the interview conversation 
had prompted additional thinking specifically about prevalence data specific to 
the bullying of or by students with disabilities.  “Well based upon this 
conversation, I would definitely go in and dig up that data and say I want to 
look at all the bullying situations and how many of those students are [on an] 
IEP.” (Medium Rural District 2).   
Related to how these special education directors treated prevalence 
data as not being especially needed for working with bullying concerns, is a 
widely expressed opinion among these directors that students with disabilities 
within the interviewed districts are not bullied or bullying others at a more 
significant rate than their general education peers.  This belief held true for all 
districts interviewed, except one, who believed that students with mild and 
moderate disabilities were bullied and or bullying others at a higher level.  
Still, he expressed his feeling that students with significant disabilities are not 
bullied or bullying others at a higher rate:  
I do believe that students with mild to moderate disabilities are bullied 
and bully more. I would further say that students with significant 
disabilities, usually intellectual and multiple disabilities are bullied less 





When asked if they believed students with disabilities were 
disproportionately engaging in bullying behaviors or were being bullied more 
often than general education peers in their districts, Large Rural District 3 
directly stated, “No, I don’t.” Small Rural District 2 explained, “Again in our 
little village…I’m basing it on, I don’t think they do. I think it’s pretty 50/50 
[between special education and general education].”  Medium Rural District 2 
explained, “In general, not just special ed kids. I think our students in general 
really treat our special services kids really well, especially in the secondary 
school.”  Small Rural District 3 indicated that not only are students with 
disabilities within his district not bullied more often or bullying others at a 
higher rate, but that the general education students were more likely to 
engage in bullying behaviors than the students with disabilities. “….Honestly, 
we don’t have a whole lot of issues with bullying….I would think that overall, if 
I was just shooting off the top of my head. We probably have more general ed 
kids that bully than special ed kids” (Small Rural District 3).  Medium Rural 
District 1 seemed confident in her district’s ability to prevent bullying.  “I don’t 
hear a lot of reports about that. I think our school district does… great” 
(Medium Rural District 1).  
Interestingly, most interviewed district special education directors were 
fairly knowledgeable about the bullying of and by students with disabilities.  
Many even openly recognized that students with disabilities are more at risk 




Well I know that students with disabilities are at a high risk for being 
bullied. I also know students with disabilities, depending on the 
disability, can oftentimes be the aggressor and not really have a good 
awareness of what kind of harm or damage they might be causing to 
another person through their words and actions. 
 
 Medium Rural District 2 expressed, “I would say I understand the fact that 
[students with disabilities] would be prime targets to be bullied oftentimes. 
Because… I know for a fact that a lot of the rooms in the high school [are 
called] the “retard room” (Medium Rural District 2).  Small Rural District 2 
seemed to understand that placement may increase one’s risk of being 
bullied.  She also recognized that students with disabilities may actually be 
the aggressors and engage in bullying behaviors themselves: 
I mean when kiddos get pulled from a classroom everybody knows 
why. I mean they do, even the parents seem to know, so I know cuz 
kids will tell that sometimes they get teased for that. And I wish again 
that didn’t happen but I know it does. So it definitely exists, it’s sad. But 
I also know those kids aren’t 100% innocent. They will be caught up in 
things too, where they tease or bully back at other kids…(Small Rural 
District 2). 
 
Small Rural District 3 also recognized that having a disability impacts bullying 
risk.  “Obviously if the student has a disability (could be physical, could be 
speech, could be intellectual, whatever it might be), students could potentially 
pick up on that, as something they’re going to hold against them and keep 
doing it” (Small Rural District 3).  
It is important to reiterate these directors have not reviewed specific 
prevalence numbers regarding the disability populations within their districts.   
This means that although these directors may have analyzed informal data 




parent concerns, teacher report, discipline data, etc.) they are relying on 
opinion that they themselves have never verified.  In analyzing why 
interviewees felt strongly about this point of view, three different rationales 
became apparent in the responses of the directors: (a) relationships as a 
mitigating factor; (b) belief that the bullying phenomena has been 
exaggerated; and (c) a perception of success in addressing bullying.  These 
are discussed in turn.  
First, with respect to relationships as a mitigating factor, it is once 
again clear that the relationships theme is applicable and potentially 
impacting this perception.  Embedded throughout district conversations was 
the feeling that because the directors’ districts had developed a culture of 
acceptance, empathy, inclusion and understanding, students with disabilities 
within the districts were no more at risk for being bullied or bullying others 
than their general education peers.  For example, Large Rural District 1 
shared, 
I think we've, especially at the high school level, we've really tried to 
increase our student's empathy of students with disabilities, and so we 
don’t really see any, any kind of bullying for students with significant 
disabilities, and the reason for that, I think is our life skills program for 
students at our high school is front and center. That’s the first 
classroom when you enter the building. They're always out in the 
hallways and we really try to advocate for those students to be a part 
of all of our activities. 
 
Medium Rural District 1 highlighted that staff encourage and recognize the 
strengths in others.   
It’s just good practice, that PLC [Professional Learning Community] 




special ed program has a lot of those tenets in there. But as a school 
just recognizing strengths in everybody.  
 
 Empathy was emphasized by Medium Rural District 3: “Oh man, the 
empathy, I think has really opened the eyes of our staff to the students and 
what they’re dealing with.”  This director also reported, “ But every day with 
those kids [students with severe cognitive disabilities] is a connection circle. 
Really. And it’s filled with care and openness and being genuine and 
authentic, and all those things that come along with it.” Small Rural District 3 
shared the understanding between students. “…but our kids are pretty 
accepting up here, for the most part.”  He also specifically mentioned 
relationships, stating, “…Relationships are so critical” (Small Rural District 3).  
Small Rural District 2 seemed to feel as though her district behaved as family.  
When referring to the students she shared, “They tend to treat each other like 
siblings. I’m sure that’s not the case everywhere.” 
Second, with respect to the belief that the bullying phenomena has 
been exaggerated, these interviewees asserted that students with disabilities 
are no more at risk of bullying or being bullied than their general education 
peers because personnel, students, families, and the community have over 
identified bullying as a social concern.  During interviews, directors often 
expressed that students and parents within these districts believe that they 
are being bullied when in fact this may not actually be the case. Director, 
Large Rural District 2 commented, 
But I think, like everything we do in education, we’ve gone over the top. 




physical or emotional, or argumentative, the winner’s the bully, the 
loser’s the victim. 
 
When asked if bullying is being over identified, Small Rural District 2 
responded, “Honestly, yes, to a degree [it is].  Large Rural District 1 explained 
his thoughts regarding over identification: 
A lot of times we here bullying and we just want to tar and feather kids. 
We just want to take em out and say that’s not going to be tolerated, 
blah blah blah. But sometimes the perception is what needs to be 
communicated. And we need to visit with them and ask do you really 
believe it’s someone who’s targeting you repeatedly? Or was it an 
isolated incident? Maybe it was just something that happened. Parents 
jump on that bullying word pretty quickly. But the true definition starts 
to separate [true bullying from incidents of conflict]. (Large Rural 
District 1). 
 
Medium Rural District 2 seemed to agree with this assessment.  “Anytime 
someone says something threatening I’m being bullied. Well, it’s not, it’s real I 
believe it’s real but not everything, because you somehow feel intimidated, is 
being bullied” (Medium Rural District 2). Small Rural District 3 stated, “I think 
the thing that I saw that was most prevalent was a lot of times we call 
anything bullying now.” Finally, Medium Rural District 1 posed the question, 
“Are they really being bullied or are there things we need to do as a staff to 
make sure there are safeguards in place so they feel they can tell the 
difference between a tease and a joke?”  
 Given the above comments, directors consistently shared their feelings 
that although bullying exists and is an issue, society, community, schools, 
staff, parents, and ultimately students have lost the ability to differentiate 
between an isolated altercation and true bullying.  It is therefore possible that 




being bullied or bullying others at a more significant rate than their general 
education peers because many of the reports of bullying do not actually rise 
to the level of bullying, which as defined in previous chapters is targeted, 
repeated and results in an imbalance or perceived imbalance of strength or 
power between the bully and victim (Olweus, 1988).    
The third and final reason district directors may have felt that their 
students with disabilities were not bullied or bullying others at a higher rate 
than students without disabilities may be the overall sense that their anti-
bullying efforts have largely been successful. Transcript analysis indicated 
that interviewees felt strongly that their efforts in (a) proactively addressing 
issues through policies and procedures, collaboration and problem solving or 
IEP team meetings; (b) their selection of quality staff; and (c) their training 
and professional development efforts in policies and procedures and anti-
bullying programs are jointly making a positive impact on the level of bullying 
of and by students with disabilities in their districts.  Small Rural District 3 
discussed his thoughts regarding success in bullying mitigation and 
prevention: 
I think [trainings] have helped with limiting, I don’t know if I want to say 
decreasing because I don’t think we had a lot to start off with, but with 
just limiting it and taking care of it right at the source when it happens, 
and being proactive, and trying to train students of those expectations, 
and then putting them into that position to where they can build that 
relationship with each other as well. And not that they’re all going to be 
friends, like we talked about earlier. But that they’ll at least be helpful 
and supportive of each other. Worst case scenario, leave each other 





This director continued his reflection, “It’s that proactive side too. You can 
always look at it and react to it, but are you doing things to try to limit it 
upfront” (Small Rural District 3)?   
When asked if his district’s efforts have been successful Large Rural 
District 1 responded, “I believe so…I think overall we’ve been able to address 
a lot of our students' needs… You hire good people, they’re going to want to 
have good people around them and teach young people how to be a good 
person.” Medium Rural District 3 expressed his thoughts regarding success:   
[Our trainings have]…really opened the eyes of our staff to the 
students and what they’re dealing with… After those experiences, 
they’re a little bit more open-minded to try out things they may not have 
been aware of. I think it’s made an enormous difference… Overall, I 
think our whole district changed from that standpoint and I think it’s 
because the mentality is, I’m not going to catch you being wrong. I’m 
going to help you make better decisions. It’s not a matter of right or 
wrong.  It’s [a] matter of we’re all going to do better. 
 
When asked specifically about how the district has been successful, 
Small Rural District 1 responded, “I would say awareness, and having 
consistent follow up, and remedial supports in place.” Large Rural District 2 
simply stated, “I think…[our trainings have] been beneficial.” Large Rural 
District 3 felt strongly that their efforts have been successful, but that of 
course there is always room for improvement. “Yea I think it’s been 
successful but like anything there’s still work to do and learning to be done” 
(Large Rural District 3).  Medium Rural District 1 shared,  
Well hopefully there’s a positive effect. Like I said I don’t hear a lot. 
And I don’t know if it’s that empathy piece of the Second Step program, 
understanding that people have differences. Also I think if we respond 






It is important to note that one district director (Medium Rural District 2) 
did not feel that the district’s efforts were successful overall, this despite the 
fact that he believed their students with disabilities were not bullied or bullying 
others at a higher rate than their general education peers.  When asked if his 
efforts have been successful he reported, “Well…they haven’t been. I think 
there’s an awareness campaign, and [a] mandated document [law/policy], but 
nothing really actionable.”   
Overall, however, these directors felt strongly that their efforts in 
preventing and/or mitigating the bullying of and from students with disabilities 
have largely been successful. This said, however, all districts recognized the 
need for continued growth, data analysis, and improvement.  Some 
suggestions for moving forward had direct ties to the interview conversation, 
while other plans were standalone ideas.   
When asked about future efforts Medium Rural District 2 stated, “Well 
based upon this conversation, I would definitely go in and dig up that data and 
say I want to look at all the bullying situations and how many of those 
students are IEP.”  Large Rural District 1 shared his goals for continued 
success.  
I don’t know…it’s indirectly related to bullying, is teaching families 
students, and staff about mental health. We’ve gotta get a grip on 
mental health. What contributes to it. What impacts it. A lot of our kids 
are impacted by it. That’s gonna be our next step (Large Rural District 
1).   
 
Medium Rural District 3 mentioned the utilization of MTSS (Multi-tiered 




One of the things that we’re working on, it’s that fine thing before 
academic rigor and scaffolding academic support. So they can get that. 
And the social skills to be able to maintain regular attendance and 
behavior in there. One of the things is really where we are right now in 
that MTSS model (Medium Rural District 3).  
 
Large Rural District 2 reflected, 
 
I think continue on with school wide efforts. And you do it with those 
incidents, one at a time. Whether it be through the IEP process, or 
through the administrative process. And then I think you probably need 
to adjust curriculum to meet the needs of disabled students. The 
bullying curriculum Large Rural District 2). 
 
Continued learning and investigation were areas for continued growth 
mentioned by Large Rural District 3: 
Well I think that one obvious thing is things like this audio conference 
from LRP. What is there to be offered in conference like that, that we’re 
not doing. That might help us identify. Maybe there’s things going on 
we’re not even aware of. Maybe there’s things going on with students 
with disabilities who can’t tell us they’re being harmed, that we need to 
attend to in different ways. I have questions like that that I’d like to 
more about (Large Rural District 3).  
 
Medium Rural District 1 felt it important to continue gathering and analyzing 
data: 
I definitely think I would like to ask our parents, especially when we 
have a captive audience. We do our, every day that we have an IEP 
meeting, that might be something we could add to our survey.  Is there 
anything else we’re missing with bullying, in terms of students with 
disabilities?  Would you like more training? I might be able to provide 
some of that data when we have our parent meeting in March. I 
definitely think crunching the data to say how many students are really 
the victims that we have on Infinite Campus, students with disabilities 
vs non (Medium Rural District 1).  
 
Effective programing specifically for students with disabilities was mentioned 
by Small Rural District 1: 
Well I should find out if there are specific programs that work best for 




there? Are there already programs that have proven they work better 
for students with disabilities? I don’t know if they’re out there. And for 
us, our big audacious goal is improving our students’ academic 
achievement and secondary outcomes and increasing our graduation 
rates, and looking at the whole child. Raising a well-rounded person 
who has a strong character, academic, and a moral compass, the 
whole package. That’s what we would look for going forward (Small 
Rural District 1). 
 
Finally, Small Rural District 3 reflected, “I think we can continue with what 
we’re doing. As new things potentially maybe come up or come out as far as 
trainings and things, that we look at those and make that determination as 
they come out.”  
 In summary, interviewed district directors reported that they are not 
utilizing specific prevalence data to determine the actual number of students 
with disabilities within their districts that are being bullied or bullying others.  
However, despite not “crunching the numbers” or analyzing specific 
prevalence data regarding the bullying of or by students with disabilities in 
their districts, the majority of the district directors interviewed expressed their 
feelings that these students are not experiencing bullying to a higher degree 
than their general education peers.  Analyzing interview transcripts and 
repeating themes, one may attribute these feelings to (a) the building of 
relationships among and between staff and the cultivation of an accepting, 
empathetic, and inclusive culture, (b) the over identification of bullying by 
community, staff, parents, and students, and (c) district joint efforts in 
prevention, the hiring of quality staff, and the provision of trainings and 
professional development, which grow staff, parents, students, and 




of understanding, and acceptance.  Although the majority of directors were 
confident in their success, they all identified areas in need of continued 
growth and improvement. 
Comparison Between Bounded Cases 
 As discussed in Chapter Three, when developing study procedures, 
cases were bounded by size.  The labels small, medium, and large identified 
individual districts. Small Rural districts were those with less than 200 
students with disabilities.  Districts educating between 200 and 500 students 
with disabilities were labeled Medium Rural and those districts with more than 
500 but no more than 2,000 students with disabilities were identified as Large 
Rural.  When analyzing the data, these three bounded systems were 
examined in isolation for common themes and uniqueness’s.   
Of interest, analysis of bounded systems found no significant 
differences between them. In other words, size, at least within the data 
reviewed in this study, does not appear to be a factor. Unfolding themes were 
found within and between bounded cases with little to no difference between 
small, medium, or large districts.   
If there are differences between individual districts, it can be 
speculated that these are idiosyncratic or unique to them specifically.  These 
differences do not follow a pattern based on size.  For example, the two 
directors that actually expressed interest or concern for litigation specific to 
bullying of and by students with disabilities are both politically active in the 




other districts.  Again, although several differences likely exist between 
districts, these do not appear to be impacted by size.   
Conclusion 
  Study results indicate several major findings.  The most prevalent and 
recurring finding is a theme of relationships between staff, students, parents 
and community.  This theme holds true among and within all other findings 
and creates a foundation by which all other efforts toward mitigation and 
prevention of bullying of and by students with disabilities is supported and 
positioned for success. 
 Another finding was related to the adoption of district wide anti-bullying 
policies.  Such policies have been implemented in all of the nine districts 
interviewed and apply to all students within the district.  Of note, no district 
has created policies or procedures specific to students with disabilities and 
anti-bullying efforts.  Furthermore, it would seem that these policies are not 
followed consistently or verbatim.  Rather, districts are utilizing these more as 
guidelines and suggestions, as opposed to hard and fast rules.  As such, 
disciplinary decisions or reactions to reports of bullying are handled with 
flexibility and on a case-by-case basis.  
 Analysis of interview transcripts indicated that bullying of and by 
students with disabilities is primarily addressed proactively through problem 
solving meetings, impromptu discussions or gatherings, administrative efforts 
and IEP meetings.  Although directors admit that they may not immediately 




a disability, they would do so in the event that it was necessary.  Additionally, 
IEP teams may alter services and IEP programming to better meet students’ 
needs and mitigate or prevent the occurrence of bullying.  
 With respect to hiring policies that could impact bullying, the special 
education directors indicated that they are not generally hiring staff based 
specifically on their knowledge of anti-bullying efforts, but they are hiring staff 
with specific skills in mind, and these skills could affect ongoing bullying.   
Such skills largely focus on individuals with effective interpersonal skills, the 
ability to communicate consistently and proficiently with staff and families, a 
desire to connect with colleagues, parents and students, aptitude to 
proactively address behavioral concerns, and effective collaboration skills.   
Individuals with such characteristics support the development of an accepting, 
empathetic, and inclusive culture.  
 The data on ongoing training related to bullying reveals that special 
education directors offered anti-bullying trainings to staff, parents, students 
and the community; however, these are not specific to students with 
disabilities.  It was recognized, however, that the uniqueness’s of students 
with disabilities in relation to bullying does warrant such trainings and 
professional development.  Furthermore, all districts have adopted 
programming and/or curriculum that address bullying and cultivate an 
accepting culture within the community and school.  
 Finally, the data analysis found that while district directors are not 




students with disabilities and acts of bullying, the majority of them feel that 
their students with disabilities are at no greater risk of being bullied than their 
general education peers.  It would seem that attributing to this belief is the 
building of relationships between staff, parents, students and community, as 
well as the development of an accepting, understanding and inclusive school 
culture.  Furthermore, directors indicate that students, parents, staff and 
community are over identifying acts of bullying, which skews prevalence data.  
Finally, directors feel that their efforts of prevention, quality personnel 
selection, and trainings are effectively mitigating or preventing the bullying of 
or by students with disabilities within their districts.  Although directors 
highlighted their strengths, all recognized areas for growth and improvement.  
 In the following chapter, these themes will be reviewed holistically and 
from the perspective of impact.  The coordination of efforts to mitigate and 
prevent the bullying of and by students with disabilities will be presented as 
they relate to the development of relationships and a supportive culture.   









 In this chapter, a review of why this research was conducted and the 
reasoning behind it will be presented.  Following is a synopsis of research 
findings presented in Chapter 4.  Based on the results presented in this study, 
the original propositions model has been restructured. An analysis of this 
revised model is provided and a review of research themes and findings are 
presented holistically as they relate to the model.  Finally, limitations and 
considerations will be discussed followed by a discussion of implications for 
practice and recommendations for future research.  
Review of Purpose and Findings 
 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions and 
actions taken by special education directors in preventing and mitigating the 
bullying of and from students with disabilities.  Research indicates that 
students with disabilities are at a higher risk of both being bullied and bullying 
others (Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015; Blake et al., 2012).  This risk of being 
bullied holds particularly true for students with cognitive disabilities, physical 
disabilities, and students placed in separate classrooms or separate schools 
(Blake et al., 2012; Rose et al., 2011; Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015).  




risk for simultaneously engaging in bullying behaviors and being bullied (i.e. 
bully victims) (Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015). 
 Because bullying research points to both immediate and long-term 
negative impacts (such as mental and physical ailments, suicide ideation, 
absenteeism, and engagement in criminal/violent behavior), it is critical that 
students with disabilities be protected from victimization and be supported in 
altering bullying behaviors (Benedict et al., 2015; Bond et al., 2001; 
Farrington and Ttofi , 2011; Klomek et al., 2008; Meltzer et al., 2011).  
Additionally, although there is not a direct correlation, acts of school violence 
are often carried out by students who have been victimized at a high level 
(Klein, 2012).  Again, this highlights the critical need in preventing the bullying 
of and from students with disabilities.  
 Alarmed by research demonstrating these negative affects, states 
around the country have adopted laws mandating that local school districts 
implement policies and procedures specific to bullying (Brank et al., 2012).  
Additionally, the Office of Civil Rights and the Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) circulated guidance letters specifically 
instructing school districts to respond quickly to reports of bullying by and of 
students with disabilities and to reconvene the IEP team in the event that 
bullying has reached a level that negatively impacts educational benefit.  In 
these cases, IEP teams must determine if FAPE (free appropriate public 




programming and services in response (Cantu & Heumann, 2000; Lhamon, 
2014; Musgrove, 2013). 
 As informed by law, guidance and research, most districts have 
adopted anti-bullying policies and implemented anti-bullying curriculum or 
programs (Ross and Horner 2014).   It is important to note that while these 
programs address bullying, most do not target students with disabilities 
specifically.  In order to meet the needs of this population, materials must be 
made accessible, individualized instruction must be provided, and training for 
personnel specific to the identification of bullying specifically of students with 
disabilities must be given (OSERS, 2013; Raskauskas & Modell, 2011).   
 Local special education directors sit in a prime position to positively 
impact the bullying of and from students with disabilities within their districts.  
As highly knowledge about disability law and the provision of FAPE (Valesky 
& Hirth, 1992), these individuals are well situated to support districts in 
positively impacting this phenomenon.  Despite the fact that special education 
directors have the ability and knowledge to positively impact students with 
disabilities specific to bullying, research has not analyzed these actions.   This 
research gap is the impetus behind the current study.  
 To investigate the actions taken by special education directors to 
mitigate and prevent bullying of and by students with disabilities, this research 
utilized a case study design (Yin, 2014).  Specifically, 9 special education 
directors from 9 western, rural districts were selected for participation in 




recorded initial thoughts and themes.  Additionally district anti-bullying policies 
were reviewed and other supporting documents collected.  For analysis, 
districts were bound in three separate systems, small, medium and large.  
Small Rural Districts served fewer than 200 students with disabilities.  
Medium Rural Districts served between 200 and 500 and large districts 
served over 500, but no more than 2,000 students with disabilities.     
There were a number of notable findings emerging from this research. 
Briefly reiterating these directors reported that anti-bullying policies, 
specialized training, and the use of special programs, existed in these 
districts, but did not specifically address disability populations, but rather were 
for everybody; proactive measures specific to disability and bullying issues 
were likely to include a wide range of informal contacts and could involve IEP 
processes; hiring processes often addressed related attributes of potential 
employees such as interpersonal skills or behavior management 
competencies, but seldom were framed around bullying itself; and finally 
prevalence data was not employed when examining bullying issues around 
disability, and explanatory factors included both the view that the problem 
was not as severe as the public made it out to be and a perception that 
present efforts were sufficient to keep bullying under reasonable control.   A 
foundational theme that seemed to underlie all of these findings was that of 
relationships, which encompassed a culture of acceptance, inclusivity, and 




these relationships was primary in the prevention and amelioration of bullying 
behavior.  
In the following section, alterations to the original Propositions 
Component Model are explored.  Each alteration is highlighted and an 
explanation as to why the change has been made is provided.   
Redesign of the Propositions Component Model 
 
  Given the findings of this study, the original Propositions Component 
Model has been redesigned.  For ease of review and comparison, this original 
model, as presented in Chapter 3, has been again provided below as Figure 
3.  Figure 4 depicts the redesigned model, theorizing the components 
necessary for the highest level of district impact on the bullying phenomenon.   
In looking at the newest model, changes are evident.  Rather than the 
intervention propositions (i.e. Policies and Procedures, Professional 
Development, and Personnel Selection) being supported through data 
analysis and evaluation, it is proposed that relationships and a culture of 
acceptance, empathy and support more accurately depict this phenomenon.  
This outer circle of relationships and culture sits as the foundation supporting 
all other propositions.  Additionally, it demonstrates how relationships not only 
serve as the foundation of these interventions, but also entwine and embed 
within them.  Although data analysis and evaluation has been replaced with 
relationships within the model, the foregoing remains important.  As a result, it 




and monitoring of prevalence data drives should drive the inner circle and 
inform impact efforts.   
In looking more closely at the intervention propositions it is noted that 
Policies and Procedures have been altered to Proactive Measures.  Results 
indicate that this intervention is more than simply adopting policies and 
procedures. Although, policies and procedures are important and potentially 
contribute to impact, they are not the driver of this intervention.  Instead 
policies and procedures exist as a component of it.  It is the proactive 
measures taken by districts that ultimately support impact.  These measures 
include policies and procedures (often implemented with flexibility and case-
by-case adaptations), collaboration between staff and families (which may or 
may not occur within the IEP team setting) and alterations to IEP 
programming to meet individual student need.   
It should be recognized that the descriptions of each intervention 
proposition have been updated to better reflect study results.  Consequently, 
anti-bullying programming that cultivates empathy, acceptance, and 
understanding has been added to the intervention proposition Personnel 
Development and the hiring of personnel capable of supporting and 
encouraging the development of this culture has been added to the 
intervention proposition Personnel Selection.  
In the following section, a discussion of findings and themes as they 




follows the model as opposed to following the presentation styles of previous 
chapters.  
Discussion of Findings and Themes 
  
 Overall, directors felt strongly that their actions were successfully 
preventing and/or mitigating bullying of and by students with disabilities within 
their districts. This perception was largely based on feelings rather than 
program data.  The directors also reported their perception that students with 
disabilities were no more at risk of being bullied and/or bullying others than 
their general education peers.  Again, this perception was largely based on 
opinion and anecdotal evidence rather than on actual population data. 
Logically, one might question the validity of the interviewee opinions on these 
issues given research that would raise doubts regarding both of these sets of 
beliefs.  That said, however, further analysis points to compelling anecdotal 
evidence and common themes to suggest that there is truth value to what 




































Relationships Supporting  
a Culture of Acceptance,  
Empathy, and Support  
 
 The relationships theme was embedded throughout all findings and 
was largely assigned responsibility for the successful prevention and the 
mitigation of bullying of and by students with disabilities.  The building of 
relationships between staff, parents, students and the community was 
recognized as a critical aspect in developing an environment where the 
bullying of and by students with disabilities was not occurring to a marked 
degree.  This theory is further supported by the extant research.  
Through the development of empathy and understanding, school 
culture fosters positive social interactions, sensitivity toward differences, a 
building of relationships between peers and a decrease in aggressive 
behaviors. This environment discourages bullying, as individuals become 
accepting and empathetic toward one another (Masterson & Kersey, 2013).  
Hui, Tsang and Law (2012) determined that cultivating a climate of 
forgiveness, tolerance, respect, and compassion within the school setting 
promotes a harmonious and kind culture, which deters acts of bullying among 
students. Building trusting, empathetic, and personalized relationships 
between teachers and students is also critical in fostering an accepting 
environment and deterring acts of bullying (Capel, 2013). Furthermore, a 
focus on building relationships within the entire school community, which 




change specific to bullying than standalone efforts (Murray-Harvey & Slee, 
2010).  
Interviewed directors continually recognized the importance of building 
relationships among all stakeholders and developing a school community of 
acceptance, understanding and support.  This understanding can be found in 
all actions taken by district directors to prevent or mitigate the bullying of or by 
students with disabilities.   It is these relationships and this culture of 
acceptance that provide the foundation for all other efforts and interventions.  
Below these interventions are explored and the impact and ultimate success 
in preventing and mitigating bullying of and by students with disabilities is 
further addressed.    
Intervention proposition: Personnel selection.  Interviewed 
directors recognized the importance of securing high quality personnel.  
Although on some level a focus was placed on knowledge about behavior 
and/or bullying, more important were candidates’ ability to add positively to 
the culture within the school and district.  Literature supports this thinking.  
Ralph, Kesten, Lang, and Smith (1998) found that principals, when hiring new 
personnel, place a greater level of emphasis on an educators’ ability to create 
and sustain a positive climate and learning environment.  Specific to bullying, 
an educator’s ability to create an emotionally supportive climate supports the 
reduction in harassment and/or bullying within the classroom (Lucas-Molina, 
Williamson, Pulido, & Perez-Albeniz, 2015).  Research specific to disability 




and sound communication with parents of students with autism was a 
protective factor in the bullying of these students (Hebron, Humphrey & 
Oldfield, 2015).  Additionally, an educator’s proficiency in actively supporting 
and skillfully enhancing the development of friendships and positive social 
interactions between students without disabilities and those with severe 
disabilities takes an innate aptitude for understanding the uniqueness’s of 
such relationships and requires artfulness in supporting this development.   
This skill requires inner reflection and evaluation of one’s own biases and 
inherent beliefs about disabilities (Rossetti, 2012).   
One may argue that the personal skill to successfully forge 
relationships between and among staff, parents, and students cannot easily 
be taught.  Rather, these are innate features personnel bring to their districts.  
Directors within this study felt strongly that while training and professional 
development will support personnel in developing abilities in program and 
curriculum implementation, these innate skills in relationship building are 
critical starting points when considering hiring new staff.   As a result, the 
interviewed director’s desire to employ personnel, who have these 
relationship building qualities, is an important factor in the continued 
development of an accepting, understanding, and inclusive culture, which, in-
turn, supports the prevention and mitigation of bullying by and of students 






Intervention proposition: Proactive measures.  Interviewed 
directors indicated that while each of their districts do have anti-bullying 
policies, these are not specific to students with disabilities.  Instead, all 
students fall within these procedures and were a student victimized or 
victimizing others, the presence of a disability would not impact the 
enforcement of the policy.  This said, however, it was recognized that these 
policies are often not followed verbatim, as directors and/or administrators 
react to bullying situations based on personal relationships and individual 
perceptions of what is best.  From a legal perspective, this level of functioning 
is not advisable.  As mentioned previously, state laws have been enacted 
specifically requiring the protection of students against bullying (Brank et al., 
2012) and the implementation of anti-bullying policy.  On a higher level and 
specific to students with disabilities, federal law specifically protects the rights 
of these individuals.  Districts may be held liable when students with 
disabilities are bullied and/or bully others and their educational benefit is 
negatively impacted as a result (Lhamon, 2014; Musgrove, 2013). 
 Although they may not consistently be following district policies step-
by-step, these districts are proactively protecting the rights of their students 
with disabilities.   When an occurrence of bullying takes place, either against 
or by a student with a disability, directors report that they collaborate with 
fellow staff, conduct problem solving meetings or reconvene the IEP team in 
order to address the issue.  Programming and services may be altered as a 




event that bullying of or by a student with a disability occurs to the level that 
FAPE has been negatively impacted, services and programming alterations 
must be made to remedy the situation (Lhamon, 2014; Musgrove, 2013). 
   A few directors reported altering placement in response to students 
with disabilities engaging in severe bullying behaviors.  These IEP team 
decisions in this regard were aligned with appropriate procedures; however, 
interview results sometimes indicated that these placements were toward 
more restrictive settings.  Despite following the disability law in making these 
placement alterations, research indicates that placement in more restrictive 
settings can increase bullying vulnerability and prevalence (Blake et al., 2012; 
Rose, et al., 2011; Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 2015).  As a result, it could be 
argued that these placement alterations may actually exasperate the issue.  
 Relationships and the development of a positive culture directly impact 
policy implementation and the proactive measures taken by districts in 
dealing with bullying.  Directors shared that through supportive and close 
relationships forged between and among staff, parents and students, they feel 
comfortable making decisions based largely on these relationships and the 
situational events presented, rather than policy. While guidance and literature 
does not support such action, these districts are relying heavily on their 
district culture and relationships when making these decisions.  Relationships 
additionally impact the proactive measures taken by districts when 
responding quickly to bullying situations with students with disabilities.  Again, 




bullying situations through administrative collaboration, cooperative problem 
solving meetings and IEP team meetings.  Via these collaborative, and 
proactive measures, decisions are made and IEP programming and services 
altered.  A combination of these proactive measures drives impact in the 
prevention and mitigation of bullying of and by students with disabilities.  
Intervention proposition: Professional development and training.  
Although all district directors interviewed recognized that professional 
development opportunities specific to bullying and anti-bullying programs 
were taking place within their districts, the vast majority of these events were 
not specific to students with disabilities.  However, each director recognized 
the need for targeted training concerning the unique aspects of bullying as it 
relates to students with disabilities. Literature would support this assertion. 
Lashley and Boscardin (2003) recognized that special education directors 
must be knowledgeable about special education programming and 
specialized instruction.  These researchers further highlight that directors 
should provide professional development specifically targeting these topics 
and populations.  More specifically, Raskauskas and Modell (2011) 
advocated for the implementation of specialized instruction and modifications 
of bullying programs and curriculum in an effort to meet the unique needs of 
students with disabilities.  It is through training and professional development 
that teachers feel prepared to make such alterations.   Although all districts 




providing training to staff, students, and parents, most are not making these 
necessary modifications to program delivery.   
 Despite not providing specific training to staff regarding students with 
disabilities and bullying, district directors did note the importance of overall 
training that supports the development of empathy, collaboration, and 
relationships.  Many of the programs implemented and supported through 
training focus on building a climate of acceptance and understanding.  For 
example, PBIS, utilized in nearly all 9 districts, is a program designed to 
improve school climate (Lane-Garon, Yergat, & Kralowec, 2012).   Second 
Step, also employed by several of these districts, is an anti-aggression 
program that builds social competence, empathy, and social problem solving 
skills (Frey, Hirschstein, & Guzzo, 2000).  Several of the districts were 
utilizing the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program.  This program encourages 
the development of empathy and positive attitudes toward school, as well as 
connection with parents (Tsiantis et al., 2013).   
Iadarola et al. (2014) recognize the high level of influence specialized 
trainings and professional development has on the creation of an accepting 
and inclusive school culture.  Interviewed directors acknowledged and 
appreciated this truth and consistently associated the formulation of an 
understanding, empathetic, and inclusive school climate to the provision of 
staff, student, parent and community anti-bullying trainings.  Again, these 




disabilities may no longer be at a higher level of risk for being bullied or 
bullying others.   
Impact.  As shown in the model in Figure 4, the intervention 
propositions plus the foundation of relationships lead to “impact.”  Nearly all 
participants in this study felt that their intervention efforts toward mitigating 
and preventing bullying of and by students with disabilities have been largely 
successful.   Overall, relationships and the development of an empathetic, 
accepting, and collaborative school environment were perceived as most 
critical in effectively altering these behaviors.   This foundational layer of 
relationships, supported the following interventions: (1) hiring high quality 
personnel; (2) proactively addressing bullying of and by students with 
disabilities; (3) providing professional development and training to address 
bullying through programming efforts and the development of an accepting 
and supportive school environment.  These interventions, as supported by 
relationships and an accepting, empathetic, and inclusive school culture, 
cultivate positive impact and ultimately, help to foster an environment where 
students with disabilities are not bullied or bullying others at a higher level 
than their general education peers.  In fact, it could be argued that this 
environment is also one where bullying in general is less of an issue than in 
other districts where these interventions are not occurring or fail to be 
supported by the foundation of relationships.  
It must be recognized here that impact cannot be fully measured 




students with and without disabilities that are ultimately impacted by acts of 
bullying, it becomes nearly impossible to determine if efforts have made 
positive change.  Though directors in these districts are utilizing qualitative 
measures to analyze bullying of and by students with disabilities in their 
districts and they feel strongly that their students are not bullied or bullying 
others at a higher rate than their general education peers, it remains 
important to verify this overall sense of success with solid prevalence data.   
Such results further inform efforts and continued growth. 
Limitations and Considerations 
It is important to recognize the limitations that impact how these study 
results can be interpreted. The following are the primary limitations and 
considerations for this study:  
1. Despite supporting documents (i.e. district policies, professional 
development materials, etc.) reports from district directors were largely 
based on perception.  These reflections, particularly those specific to 
prevalence data, do not necessarily reflect accuracy.   
2. Study participants were pulled from similar regions and were all from 
rural districts in one state.  As a result, generalizability is difficult and 
results may not be consistent with districts residing in other regions or 
those that serve a higher number of students with disabilities than were 
reviewed in this study.  
3. District special education directors generally work in the central 




schools and classrooms often, none of them are directly responsible 
for the administration of any one school within the district.  As a result, 
reports of actions taken in response to bullying may or may not be 
reflective of what actually occurs in each building.  
Implications for Practice and Recommendations 
Given these research results, it is recommended that districts strive to 
create a culture of acceptance, empathy, inclusion and support. In so doing, 
students with disabilities may experience social acceptance and 
understanding (Carter et al., 2016).  This in turn discourages acts of bullying 
and harassment (Masterson & Kersey, 2013).  Additionally, it is 
recommended that districts carefully select personnel who will support these 
efforts (Lucas-Molina et al., 2015).  Administrators should look to hire 
individuals who support inclusion and acceptance and ultimately have the 
skills necessary to build relationships between and among staff, students, 
parents and the community.   
Training and professional development specific to students with 
disabilities and bullying should be offered for all personnel.  These efforts 
provide support for educators in understanding the unique aspects of 
students with disabilities in relation to bullying and further fosters a culture of 
empathy and acceptance (Raskauskas & Modell, 2011).   
Districts are advised to proactively work toward the prevention and 
mitigation of bullying. It is recommended that districts make decisions based 




families and the community.  This said, however, it is advised that school 
districts remain conscientious of potential litigation and reference policies 
when appropriate to protect themselves from such negative actions.  
Furthermore, it is critical that IEP team members address reports of bullying 
of or by students with disabilities proactively and through policy, collaboration, 
teaming and restructuring of IEP programming when necessary (Lhamon, 
2014; Musgrove, 2013).   
Finally, districts must analyze prevalence data in an effort to 
understand their population of students and to determine the level to which 
these students are being bullied or bullying others.   Without an accurate 
picture of bullying of and by students with disabilities within the district, it is 
impossible to accurately determine effectiveness.   
Future Research 
 Several areas within this research prompt further study.  The following 
suggestions highlight these: 
1. Special education directors shared their perception that reports of 
bullying from students did not necessarily rise to the level of actual 
bullying.  Research should investigate the potential for over 
identification of bullying by and from students with disabilities. 
2.  With respect to the model proposed in this study, research should 
further investigate the interconnectedness between district 
relationships, personnel selection, professional development, and 




efforts have in mitigating and/or preventing the bullying of and by 
students with disabilities. 
3. Further research should be conducted to determine the role special 
education directors should play in mitigating and/or preventing acts of 
bullying of and by students with disabilities.  
4. A small portion of special education directors mentioned the use of 
moving students to more restrictive settings when dealing with 
students with disabilities and issues of bullying.  Further analysis of 
these efforts should be reviewed for effectiveness and potential 
negative results. 
5. Though not mentioned in study results or the discussion section, a 
handful of directors did mention cyber-bullying (bullying of students 
through social media and online venues).  Efforts made in building 
relationships, hiring quality personnel, providing professional 
development training, and the use of proactive measures should be 
studied in relation to the prevention or mitigation of cyber-bullying.  
Conclusion 
 Students with disabilities are more at risk for being bullied and bullying 
others.  The multitude of immediate and short-term consequences of such 
acts indicates urgency in preventing and mitigating the bullying of and by 
these students.  With the foundation of an accepting, empathetic, and 
inclusive school culture, and interventions that include quality personnel 




proactive measures in addressing bullying, the results of this research 
strongly suggest that districts can create an environment that supports the 
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1. The purpose of this study is to investigate the perceptions of and 
actions taken by local special education directors in preventing and 
mitigating the bullying of and by students with disabilities.  Bullying 
among students has always been a part of the human experience.  
Unfortunately, students with disabilities, particularly those with 
cognitive, physical, and emotional disabilities, are at greater risk for 
victimization, as well as participation in bullying behaviors.   Despite 
being a long-standing phenomenon, bullying has been shown to 
impact students’ mental and physical health, as well as influence 
absenteeism and criminalization.  In response to these consequences 
and the serious nature of bullying, most states have passed legislation, 
mandating local districts to create policies and procedures specific to 
bullying prevention and response.   
 
Additional attention has come from the Office of Civil Rights and the 
Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services.  These 
agencies have emphasized the federal rights of students with 
disabilities as outlined by the IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act), Section 504 and the ADA (Americans with Disabilities 
Education Act).  Furthermore, districts have been reminded of their 
responsibilities in protecting these students from bullying and 
harassment and in so doing, ensuring the provision of FAPE (Free 
Appropriate Public Education).  As required by the IDEA and Section 
504, students with disabilities have the right to receive a free 
appropriate public education.  This is accomplished through 
comprehensive evaluations, programming that meets the individual 
needs of eligible students, and progress monitoring that allows teams 
to determine if students are benefiting from their education.  When 
bullying becomes so pervasive that it impacts the student’s education, 
FAPE has been jeopardized and the district is no longer meeting their 
obligations as defined under IDEA and Section 504.  
 
Local special education directors are required to monitor district 
compliance with federal and local disability law.  These leaders 
implement programming that is aligned with general education 
curriculum and standards and ensure that the rights of parents and 
students are protected.  Additionally, special education administrators 
work with their staff and general education employees to ensure the 
provision of FAPE for all students with disabilities within their district.  
Given their requirements to assure legal compliance, implement 
effective programming, and protect the rights of students with 




Unfortunately, research has not investigated the roles that special 
education directors actually play with regard to bullying and students 
with disabilities.  It is therefore unknown as to what level special 
education directors participate in assessment, policy and procedural 
design, programming and personnel selection or development specific 
to students with disabilities and bullying.    
 
2. The proposed study qualifies under category type exempt. This study 
will not disrupt or manipulate the “normal lives” of participants.  
Additionally, interviews will be conducted with local school district 
special education directors in an effort to ascertain policies, 
procedures, and actions taken to mitigate and/or prevent the bullying of 
and by students with disabilities.  Participants will utilize a pseudonym 
and all identifiers will be eliminated from the presentation of study 
results.  Additionally, district documents will be collected.  As with 
participant information, all district identifiers will be removed.  
    
 




Within this study, special education directors working in districts 
located in the Rocky Mountain Region will be interviewed.  Only 
directors who have 3 or more years of experience within their role will 
be selected.  Additionally, only directors with a background in special 
education will be included in the study.  This may include past 
experiences as a special education teacher, intervention specialist, 
school psychologist, related service provider, or social worker.   
 
A total of 9 directors will be interviewed.  Three subcategories will be 
assigned by district size: small, medium, and large.  Small districts will 
be defined as any district with fewer than 200 special education 
students.  Districts with between 200 and 500 special education 
students will be considered medium and large districts will include 
those with over 500 special education students.   Districts will not be 
included if they have more than 2,000 special education students.  
Three special education directors meeting the stipulations above will 
be interviewed from each subcategory.  Again, resulting in a total of 9 
interviewees.  
 
The researcher will utilize convenience sampling in order to obtain 
participants.  As a past Special Education Director in the state of 
Wyoming, the researcher of this project will utilize past and current 
connections in order to select possible members for the study.  




Interested special education directors will be sent consent forms, which 
will be signed and dated prior to their participation in interviews.  It is 
important to note that the proposed participants do not represent an at-
risk or vulnerable population.  
 
 
2. Data Collection Procedures 
 
Participants of this study will engage in intensive interviews via the 
web-conferencing technology Zoom.  Interviews will be scheduled for a 
minimum of 90 minutes.  If an interview runs out of time and all 
questions are not asked and/or fully addressed, additional interview 
time will be scheduled. With participant consent, interviews will be 
recorded and transcribed.    
Interview discussions will follow a guided interview approach.   Within 
this method, interviews will initially be structured with questions or 
topics that will be investigated, though the researcher will take the 
opportunity to further probe, explore, and spontaneously ask questions 
that are sparked throughout the conversation.  The following questions 
will be asked of participants: 
 
1. What do you know about bullying in general? 
2. What do you know about the bullying of students with 
disabilities? 
3. What do you know about the bullying by students with 
disabilities?  
4. How is bullying handled in your district overall? 
5. How do you assess the prevalence of bullying of students with 
disabilities in your district? 
6. How do you assess the prevalence of bullying by students with 
disabilities in your district? 
7. How does this compare to students without disabilities in your 
districts? 
8. How do you address bullying during IEP meetings and through 
IEP programming? 
9. In the event that bullying of or from a student with a disability is 
occurring consistently, do you ensure that the IEP team 
reconvenes and if so, how might programming change as a 
result? 
10. What policies and/or procedures have been implemented 
specific to bullying of and by students with disabilities? 
11. How are these policies shared with staff and families?  
12. How are these policies implemented? 
13. After an occurrence of bullying what follow-up procedures are 
implemented?  




15. Have hiring practices changed based on bullying policies and 
current concern around bullying? 
16. What do you look for in an applicant in relation to bullying? 
17. What skills do these individuals bring to your district?  
18. How have these skills impacted bullying of and by students with 
disabilities in your district? 
19. What professional development has been offered to staff 
specific to bullying and students with disabilities? 
20. Are there unique features of students with disabilities that 
require additional training that goes above and beyond anti-
bullying training specific to general education students? 
21. How have these trainings impacted bullying of and by students 
with disabilities in your district? 
22. What indicators do you use to assess the effectiveness of your 
anti-bullying efforts specific to students with disabilities? 
23. How have your efforts been successful? 
24. What future efforts might you make to prevent and/or mitigate 
bullying of and by students with disabilities? 
 
In addition to interviews, participants will be asked to share district 
documents specific to research and interview questions.  Such 
documents may include: resources utilized to inform directors about 
bullying and students with disabilities, state law specific to anti-bullying, 
district anti-bullying policies or procedures, district policies or 
procedures specific to IEP meetings and bullying, redacted IEP 
(Individualized Education Program) examples, district anti-bullying 
policies and procedures specific to students with disabilities, redacted 
personnel biographies, school and district personnel website pages, 
district faculty directories, job descriptions, records of district/school 
trainings on bullying, training schedules, training materials, training 
feedback forms, redacted district wide and school specific data, 
redacted data specific to students with disabilities, redacted placement 
data, PBIS (Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports) data, 
anecdotal records specific to behavior and bullying, redacted incident 
reports of bullying, survey data, and parent feedback. 
 
Prior to analysis, transcribed interviews will be shared with participants 
to verify accuracy.  Participating special education directors will also 
receive a $20 gift card in an attempt to show researcher appreciation.  
The attached documents, specific to students with disabilities and 
bullying will also be shared with participants.   This will not occur until 
the completion of data and interview analysis, so as not to skew results 
if additional, confirmation or clarification information is needed from 
participants. In addition to receiving the attached documents, the 




discussion regarding the topic of students with disabilities and anti-
bullying measures.   
 
3. Data Analysis Procedures 
 
The proposed study will utilize Merriam’s (2009) category construction 
process.  Within this method, the researcher begins analyzing 
interviews and materials, as they are collected throughout the study.  
Initially, open coding will be employed.  Here the researcher will begin 
creating potential categories or themes by making notes of initial 
thoughts and perceptions within the margins of the interview transcript.  
This strategy will also be utilized with documents, as they are collected 
throughout the study.  Open coding categories will be continued 
throughout the interview and data collection process, as the researcher 
compares new material to past categories and themes.   
 
The researcher will continue by utilizing analytical coding.  Here open 
codes will be grouped, renamed, and combined as additional 
information is gathered throughout the study. Patterns and 
consistencies among groups will be sorted into categories, which will 
be substantiated by various quotes, documents, and reflections.  As 
the researcher progresses, categories will become more concrete and 
substantiated.  It is the intent of this study to link categories and 
themes to the initial propositions model presented in figure 1 
(attached).  Through this analysis process, the logic model will be 
reevaluated and altered as needed.  
 
In an effort to build reliability of results, data triangulation will be utilized 
(Merriam, 2009). Additionally, by converging data sets and finding 
substantiating evidence between them, construct validity will be 
strengthened. Specifically, triangulation will be sought between 
intensive interviews, documents, and post interview reflection.   
Findings will be grounded by research and past literature.  To build 
reliability of categories and themes, fellow colleagues within special 
education will be asked to review redacted transcripts in an effort to 
corroborate researcher groupings and classifications. 
 
Finally, a log or “audit trail” will be employed throughout the study in an 
effort to demonstrate reliability.  This log will reflect a detailed report of 
the study.  It will become the running record of data collection, 
researcher reflections, and a description of how data were analyzed.   
 
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 
implementation. San Francisco, CA: Josey-Bass  
 





Participants will be asked to select a pseudonym, which will be utilized 
throughout the study and within the final analysis and publication of 
study results.  Additionally, each special education director will be 
designated with a number, which will be applied to all corresponding 
documents. This will allow the researcher to keep documentation and 
interview materials organized and easily accessible.  Documents sent 
electronically will be printed and filed within corresponding numbered 
file folders.  Emails will be filed electronically as well, again in folders 
corresponding with special education number and pseudonym. These 
electronic files will be housed within the researcher’s personal email 
server (Gmail).  It is important to note that district identifiers will not be 
reported in the study findings. Additionally, districts will be named 
according to the interviewed directors’ pseudonyms.   For example, 
John’s district, Sue’s district, Joe’s district. 
 
Interviews will be conducted and recorded via the web conferencing 
technology Zoom. Zoom uses a secure server when enabled between 
streaming parties.  Recordings from Zoom are not stored on any public 
or private server.  Instead, recordings are immediately downloaded to 
the host’s computer and saved.  As a result, all video files will be 
stored on the researcher’s computer within the corresponding 
numbered file folder, similar to above.  
 
Consent forms will be collected and sent to the researcher’s adviser 
(Dr. Lewis Jackson) in the UNC Special Education Department.  These 
will be maintained in Dr. Jackson’s office for a period of three years.  
Transcriptions will also be filed within corresponding electronic and 
non-electronic files.  Upon completion of the study, recordings will be 
destroyed.  Documents will also be destroyed upon completion of the 
study and electronic materials deleted. 
 
 
C. Risks, Discomforts and Benefits 
 
Though risk in participation is minimal and all identifiers will be 
removed, it is possible that readers within the interviewed region may 
be able to ascertain the district and corresponding special education 
director included in the study.  In an effort to mitigate this potential risk, 
as mentioned above, participants will be asked to select a pseudonym.  
Additionally, numbers will be assigned to each director, so that 
corresponding documents will be referenced anonymously.  Data 
collection will be housed within the researcher’s personal email server 
(Gmail) and consent forms will be stored with the researcher’s adviser, 
Dr. Lewis Jackson.  Finally, district names and identifiers will not be 





Secondarily, given the topic of study (bullying and students with 
disabilities) interviews may dredge up interviewees’ personal 
experiences with bullying.  This may in turn result in feelings of 
discomfort or unease.  However, this risk is considered minimal and 
discomfort invoked throughout the interview process is considered no 
greater than similar discomfort encountered in daily life or during the 
engagement in ordinary discussions or conversations.  
 
As a benefit to participants, interviewees will receive the attached 
documentation providing information and guidance specific to bullying 
and students with disabilities.  The researcher will also provide 
personal time to address questions or concerns specific to this topic. 
Additionally, in an effort to show appreciation for their participation, 
each interviewee will receive a $20 gift card.  Finally, participants will 
benefit by the ability to inform the special education community of 
effective measures taken by their districts to prevent and/or mitigate 
the bullying of students with disabilities.  Additionally, their knowledge 
or knowledge gaps may spur further research specific to this topic, 
which will in-turn inform district and special education directors moving 
forward. 
 
D.  Costs and Compensations 
 
Participants will receive a $20 gift card upon completion of interview 
and transcription review.  Though interviews will take personal time 
from participants (i.e. 60-120 minutes for interview, 30 minutes to 
review transcription, 20-30 minutes to locate and send supporting 
documents), interviewees will not be required to travel or spend 
personal funds.   
 


















CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPATS IN RESEARCH  
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO 
 
Project Title: Bullying and Students with Disabilities 
Researcher: Tiffany L. Dobler, Doctoral Student, Special Education 
Phone: 307-248-1232  E-mail: tiffanydobler@gmail.com  
Researcher’s Advisor: Dr. Lewis Jackson 
Phone: 970-351-1658  E-mail: lewis.Jackson@unco.edu 
 
The primary purpose of this study is to explore the actions taken by special 
education directors and districts in preventing and/or mitigating the bullying of 
students with disabilities.  As a participant in this research, you will be asked 
to engage in one intensive interview session (expected to take around 
between 60 and 90 minutes) in which I will ask you questions specific to 
bullying and students with disabilities in your district.  This interview will be 
scheduled during a time that is convenient for you and take place via the web-
conferencing technology tool Zoom.   You will therefore, not need to travel for 
this interview.  Rather, you will be expected to download the Zoom app to 
your computer, tablet, or smart phone so that we can connect virtually, yet 
face-to-face.  Questions specific to students with disabilities and bullying will 
focus on procedures and policies, district personnel, and professional 
develop.  In addition to participating in the intensive interview I will ask that 
you share corresponding and supporting documents with me that may 
highlight your district’s efforts.  Examples of such documents include, but are 
not limited to: anti-bullying policies and procedures, IEP specific policies and 
procedures, redacted personnel job descriptions and/or biographies, training 
materials, behavior data, anecdotal records, etc.  
 
If you choose to participate in this study, I will ask that you choose a 
pseudonym.  This name will be utilized throughout the analysis and reporting 
of study results.  Additionally, I will label your district with a number in an 
effort to keep your materials separate from other participants and will refer to 
your district according to your pseudonym upon study analysis and results.  It 
is also important to note that all district and personal identifiers will be 
removed prior to sharing and/or publishing study results. Zoom interviews will 
be recorded for reference and transcription.  I will share the transcribed 
interview with you prior to analysis in an effort to ensure accuracy.  You will 
therefore have time to review the interview and make alterations or 





Risks to you are minimal.  Because we will be discussing bullying, it is 
possible that your own personal experiences may be recalled.  While this is 
not the intent of the study, such memories may inadvertently be 
uncomfortable and/or cause negative feelings.  Additionally, while all 
measures will be taken to ensure confidentiality, given your unique district 
culture, it is possible that readers of this work may coincidentally identify your 
participation in the study.  This risk is not likely, though not impossible.  
Benefits to you include the ability to inform the special education community 
of effective measure taken by your district to prevent and/or mitigate the 
bullying of students with disabilities.  Additionally, 
your knowledge or knowledge gaps may spur further 
research specific to this topic, which will in-turn 
inform district and special education directors 
moving forward.  Furthermore, at the close of this 
study, you will receive specific information about students with disabilities and 
bullying, as well as a $20 gift card.   
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in 
this study and if you begin participation you may still decide to stop and 
withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will not result in 
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read the above 
and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you 
would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to 
you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your 
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, 
IRB Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs, 25 Kepner Hall, University 
of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910. 
 
________________________________________________ 
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Thank you for your submission of Amendment/Modification materials for this 
project. The University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB approves this 
project and verifies its status as EXEMPT according to federal IRB 
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Hello Tiffany, 
Thank you for your prompt response and making the necessary modifications. 
Where you describe the maintenance of the data security, you mention 
"video" recordings. I am approving your application based on only audio 
recordings of your interviews. If you really mean to conduct video recordings, 
I will NOT be able to sign off on your application as it would require a second 
reviewer and be classified as an Expedited application rather than Exempt. 
I will approve it now with the understanding that you will not be video 
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If you have any questions, please contact Sherry May at 970-351-1910 or 
Sherry.May@unco.edu. Please include your project title and reference 
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